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English Teachers' Conceptions of Their Roles in the Classroom  
 
 
Rebecca Hartnett Fabricant 
 
 
 This dissertation explores teacher identities as they emerge, recede and collide with one 
another in the classrooms of four participating English teachers at the Cooperative School, a 
pseudonymous, single school site that is home to the researcher as well as to the study 
participants.  Focusing first on how these teachers see themselves and how they articulate their 
roles, the study then turns to an analysis based on Judith Butler's theories of identity formation.  
The role of normative power in identity formation is exemplified by what the paper calls  "The 
Regime of  Teacher Norms," i.e., Teacher as Expert, Teacher as Guide, Teacher as Professional 
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THE BEGINNING OF AN EXPLORATION OF TEACHER IDENTITIES 
 
Perhaps no one has penned more vivid or more influential pictures of the teacher as "the 
one who knows" than Charles Dickens.  In Hard Times, the erudite headmaster, Thomas 
Gradgrind, facing his young charges, "seemed a kind of cannon loaded to the muzzle with facts 
and prepared to blow them clean out of the regions of childhood at one discharge" (Dickens, 
1854/1996, p.12).  On the other side of the desk, the boys and girls appeared as "little pitchers 
before him who were to be filled with facts" (Dickens, 1884/1996, p. 12).  My work will explore 
the role of the English teacher in the real and lived-in classroom: who are these teachers?  What 
do they do? How do they see what they do?  Why? Through this study, I have come to see even 
further the rich layers and complexity of a teaching life.  The roles taken on by the English 
teacher are numerous, various, and contradictory.  There is the modern Mr./Ms. Gradgrind who 
is in charge, expert, and knowing, but the ghost of Gradgrind is not alone.  The classroom is a 
complex and dynamic site where teacher and students work side by side in social contexts that 
are often in flux.  In this venue, the teacher may emerge not as a simple conduit of information in 
the Gradgrind tradition but as a fellow learner, fellow writer, fellow reader, fellow meaning-
maker and fellow living work-in-progress.  
 
The Assignment 
I had been a high school English teacher for seven years when I first gave my class an 
assignment that would ignite my fascination with teacher identities. The assignment, addressed 
both to students and to my co-teacher and myself, asked respondents to write an essay modeled 
on Judith Ortiz Cofer (2005)’s “The Story of My Body.”  Ortiz Cofer, a Latina, focuses her 
autobiographical essay on the relationship that Ortiz Cofer had with her body as she grew from 
childhood to young adulthood.  Ortiz Cofer is viewed as a "white girl" in Puerto Rico (her birth 
place) and a “brown girl” in the United States (her new home).  In addition to issues related to 
skin color, Ortiz Cofer endured the struggles common to girls in adolescence: acne, body size, 
sexual attractiveness, and unrealistic and damaging beauty standards. 
I had led students through this assignment numerous times over the years, simply asking 
them to write an essay entitled “A Story of My Body” inspired by Ortiz Cofer’s essay.  I had 
read, edited, critiqued, and graded my students' work for this assignment, but I had never thought 
2 
about the assignment in relationship to myself.  I had only watched and commented; I had not 
written. When I finally took up my pen in response to the assignment, I told the story of a painful 
incident that had happened a few years previously.  A student had written me a profanity-filled 
hate letter – anonymous, abusive, and obscene.  “Fucking fat.  Fucking ugly.  Fucking 
disgusting.”  I wrote of the experience and shared this “story of my body” with the class.  Here is 
that story: 
A Story of My Body 
by Rebecca Fabricant 
 
      The usual mayhem and chaos of class ending.  “It’s time to go!”  Reminders of 
homework, students flurrying and flying from their desks, notebooks closing, last minute 
questions, feet shuffling out of the door, stray pens tumbling from the desks to the floors, tidbits 
and fragments of conversation fleeing through my ears and then out again. I went to the front of 
the room to grab my purse – a large black bag, the perfect size for an English teacher with 
mountains of essays to be graded at all times like a never-ending Everest.  I was running out the 
door to grab a coffee. It was any day, every day, no day special. 
   Then and there it loomed on top of my purse.  An envelope with a handwritten scrawl – 
“Ms. Fabricant.”  I opened the envelope as I walked out the door.  Hurriedly.  Even excitedly 
maybe, I can’t recall.  I ripped the letter from its clutches.  Typed.  Blood red ink. A font I 
couldn’t recognize.  It looked like secret admirer font.  The font you might come across in the 
Jane Austen novels I used to devour like candy when I was in college.  "Dear Ms. Flabby-cante." 
 The words crashed with violence over my body.  "You are so fucking fat and ugly.  Everyone 
has the right to be ugly, but you are so ugly it should be a crime."  The letter went on, but I 
cannot remember all of its contents.  Those are the words that are glue on me.  My body began to 
shake.  Eyes filling up with tears.  I felt outside and inside my body simultaneously.  I looked 
over my shoulder.  Left then right.  Behind me.  I felt watched, attacked, afraid.      
Suddenly, I was thirteen years old – taller than everybody else in the class, including 
Colin Wright who wouldn’t dance with me at the school dance because I towered over him like a 
circus freak.  Nicknamed Big Bird.  I was sixteen too – dieting with my girl friends – we ate 
cabbage soup, and that was pretty much it for two weeks straight.  I was a freshman in college – 
putting on the freshmen fifteen, meals followed by hours upon hours on the treadmill, walking 
and running to nowhere. 
      When had I learned to own my body and myself?  When did my body become my home? 
 When did I take out the loan from the bank, pay the mortgage, decorate the furnishings, look 
around, and declare absolutely and purely “I love this place.  This is beautiful.”  It was any day, 
every day, no day in particular.  Who knows?  I do know that I lost it that day, my home, and my 
sanctuary – on another any day, every day, no day, a seventeen year old student of mine took my 
home away.  I was stateless, afraid, and adolescent once again.  Eventually, it came back.  Not 
sure how, why or when, but I came back home.  I want to tell you that I don’t look over my 
shoulder anymore when I walk down the halls sometimes.  Left then right.  Behind me.  Then left 
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and right again, waiting and watching. I forget, then remember.  On a random any day, every 
day, no day in particular, I whip my head around and watch and wait… 
 
Student Reactions to Teacher as Non-Robot 
      The students had various and wide ranging reactions to my story, but that Fall, I had in 
hand some of the best pieces of writing I had ever received from students.  They went deeper 
than I had ever witnessed, exhibiting responsible risk-taking through their writing. To a degree I 
had not seen before, the students seemed engaged, and their writing seemed to have a fresh 
emotional power. Many students told me that they were inspired by my story and my decision to 
share with them this vulnerable moment from my life.  
      The experience led me to consider for the first time my teacher identity as what I call a 
"living work in progress.”  By sharing my personal essay, I had revealed myself to my students 
as flawed, struggling, and vulnerable.  In short, for a brief moment, I presented myself as the 
antithesis of a Gradgrind.  I wondered whether my emergence as other than "the one who 
knows," to borrow the locution of Jacques Lacan (Usher & Edwards, 1994, p. 79), would affect 
my role in the classroom.  Would my students see me differently?  Would I see myself 
differently?  I wondered whether my disclosure of vulnerability might lessen the gap just a 
smidgen between teacher and student, as I as teacher moved from the role of disseminator of 
knowledge/observer/critic/cheerleader to an alive and awake participant in the classroom. 
Curious as to how my students would view this glimpse of teacher as work in progress, I 
embarked on a pilot study.  The year before, I had shared my story with the students for the first 
time.  This time. as part of the pilot study, both my co-teacher and I wrote responses to Ortiz 
Cofer’s “The Story of My Body” along with the students and shared them with the class.  
Afterwards, I conducted (and audio-taped) interviews with ten volunteer students (designated by 
pseudonyms below) to help me assess and reflect on their reactions to the experience.  At the 
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time, I was narrowly focused on the highly personal nature of my story, interested in how the 
students would react to the teacher revealed as living work in progress.  Quite unexpectedly, the 
responses of the students invited exploration of a multiplicity of teacher identities.  I was 
prompted to consider how these identities are formed, how they are reinforced or troubled, how 
they co-exist with one another and how they reveal themselves in the classroom.  For sure, the 
teacher as "the one who knows" emerged strongly in student responses. Sandy's reaction was 
typical: "Well, one, I really enjoyed it, because I think, you know, as English teachers, you both 
are like good writers, of course.”  Kyle elaborated on the teacher as "expert,” praising teacher 
writing and linking it to academic status: "You're in grad school, so you know what you're 
talking about." 
The fact that Kyle referred to my role in academia as a marker of expertise is unsettling 
on a number of levels to someone like me, a sometimes admiring reader of Lacan, who so 
scathingly devalued academic degrees and blamed narrow-minded pedagogues for reducing 
teaching to "functional apprenticeship" (Felman, 1982, p. 23). Yet, Kyle's comments illustrate 
the student and societal perceptions that play a significant role in the classroom.    
Though my original focus was on teacher self-disclosure and revelation of teacher 
vulnerability, I was also mindful of the fact that my personal response to the “Story of My Body” 
assignment marked the first time that I shared my writing with the class, aside, of course, from 
the teacher communications associated with everyday classroom life.  Somewhat surprisingly to 
me, several students' responses indicated a strong engagement with the technical aspects of the 
teachers’ written work, particularly the form and narrative qualities of our writing and showed 
less interest in discussing teacher self-disclosure. The students who focused on the teacher stories 
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as "written work" often related the teacher as writer to the student as writer, sometimes explicitly 
taking the teachers’ writing as a model and an aid in redrafting:  
In my story there were different things that I saw in both of yours that I want to put in 
mine (Interview, Harry). 
 
The students’ interest in re-writing their essays is certainly something I welcome as their teacher. 
In class, we often stress that even the best writers routinely engage in significant re-writing of 
their work, but there is a downside to the extent that the assignment valorizes the teacher as 
expert.  Given the role of the teacher in the classroom -- with all of the power differential that 
inevitably exists -- does this modeling of the teachers' work fundamentally interfere with the 
students' quest to find an individual writing voice? Can the teacher ever become a fellow writer 
in class without becoming a model?  Should she? If so, when?  Every day? Occasionally?  
Suzie suggested this might be possible, acknowledging that the teachers' writing had 
relevance for her writing but soft-pedaling the danger of the teacher modeling. 
You know I didn't say to myself, "This is how mine should be," but I was kind of like, 
okay, I get kind of the language, and it made me look at how you did write it, and I said, 
"Oh, wow, that's cool!" (Interview Suzie). 
Suzie’s rejection of the concept: "This is how mine should be" (emphasis supplied) is 
encouraging.  No one had told Suzie how it "should be." The student just observed that the 
teacher's writing "just flowed" and decided to make some changes. Perhaps one could argue that 
we see here in Suzie's response not "teaching observed" but "learning observed," a desirable 
characteristic of a community of practice (Lave & Wegner, 1991, p. 114). 
I think that it must also be said that teachers do, in fact, have years of experience in 
writing and reading that the students do not yet have.  I am interested in the question of 
when/how/should this experience be positioned as expertise in the classroom.  Given the 
experience, expertise, and practice that teachers have, the question remains of what we do with 
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it.  How do we position our knowledge and expertise in the classroom in ways that are 
constructive and transformative rather than prescriptive?  Through my experience with the pilot 
study, it was groundbreaking for me to see the ways in which the students for better and for 
worse responded to teacher expertise and knowledge.  There are no easy answers here, but I am 
committed to showing the many-sided roles that teachers take on in the classroom.  Through my 
dissertation study, I have come to an even firmer stance on the complexity of teacher roles as 
they connect to knowledge and expertise.  
On my part, I strongly felt the power of shared writing in forging bonds between 
individuals forming a community.  Most of the students had never before experienced a teacher 
sharing his/her writing.  But one of the students, Connie, recalled an incident that still resonates 
with me, as I look to further exploration of the teacher as fellow writer. 
Rebecca:  Have you ever had a teacher share, that you can recall, share her or his writing 
with you? 
 
Connie:  No. Not really.  I had a teacher say, once, that they would if they trusted us 




Connie:  I said: "Oh! Okay." 
 
Rebecca: So you guys brought it up in eighth grade at the end of the year? 
 
Connie: Yes.  I said, "OK, Catherine, you said you were going to tell us what you wrote 
in that note."  And she said, "Oh, that's all right." (Interview Connie). 
 
Of course, it is obvious that the teacher's "Oh, that's all right" misses the mark.  It is not "all 
right" at all.  It is all wrong.  So wrong that several years later, Connie still speaks of the 
experience with anger and disappointment.  Of course, the apparent dishonesty of the teacher ("I 
never said that!") is damaging to any community and perhaps especially a teaching/learning 
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community.  In addition, there is the separate issue of a promise made and not kept, and what 
was promised was not trivial.  Peter Elbow's analysis of writing is germane: 
The essential human act at the heart of writing is the act of giving.  There is something 
implacable and irreducible about it, handing something to someone because you want her 
to have it, not asking for anything in return, and if it is a gift of yourself, as writing 
always is-- risking that she won't like it or even accept it (Elbow, 1981, p. 20). 
 
The teacher held out the promise of such a gift, if she "trusted the students enough.”  Sadly, the 
students were not only disappointed; they were deemed untrustworthy to boot.  In the event, she 
did not share her writing, and the opportunity unfortunately passed.  It is ironic that such a sad 
failure provides such a fine teachable moment for Connie and for all of us who have shared 
Connie's story. 
       I am struck by the power of reflection as a transformative agent.  As I reflect on “The Story 
of My Body” assignment, I see not only the power of the teacher as fellow reader/fellow writer 
but also the problems that can possibly arise if this role morphs into teacher as expert.  In “The 
Story of My Body” assignment, a few students were tempted to write stories imitative of my 
response to Ortiz Cofer's essay and disconnected from their own selves.  One student, Jennifer, 
approached me after class and told me, somewhat regretfully, that she was totally happy with her 
body and therefore had nothing to write.  I assured her that a celebratory essay would be a 
fantastic option of exploration.  In retrospect, I wish I had explicitly introduced the thinking of 
Louise Rosenblatt (1994), who so emphasized the uniqueness of each reader's intersection with a 
text (p.16).  The text on the printed page has a different reality than what occurs when a reader 
makes meaning of the text.  Each reader creates her own meaning.  My reading of Ortiz Cofer 
led me to write my story; following Rosenblatt, my student should find her own meaning through 
an interaction of author, text and self.  My moment in time with Ortiz Cofer's work is mine 
8 
alone. Each reader finds her own moment.  Of course, communal meaning making has its 
important place; we can learn, grow, and stretch ourselves by sharing our critical reading with 
others and embracing other readings.  Nevertheless, in my view, it does not negate Rosenblatt's 
insight that insofar as literature is concerned, the very concept of “expertise " is often untenable.  
Despite the occasional difficulties, the overall response of the class -- especially what 
appeared to be an active engagement in the work and surprise and interest in my personal story-- 
awakened my deep interest in the ways in which teachers reveal, mask, or ignore a multiplicity 
of identities in the classroom, identities that are far richer and more complicated than the one-
dimensional Mr./Ms. Gradgrind.  In conversation after class one day, a student, Daniella, 
remarked to me that through the writing and sharing of my personal story I became other than “a 
teacher robot.” 
I am charmed by Daniella's comment.  Indeed, we teachers are not robots; we are not 
mere grade-givers and attendance takers; we are living works in progress -- reading, writing, 
learning, meaning-making beside our students. Yet, for all this, students still look to the teacher 
as a model, as an expert, as Lacan's "the one who knows."  That concept sometimes seems baked 
into the education enterprise cake.  I am interested in how we as teachers can work to reveal and 
creatively reconcile these fluid and often conflicting selves. 
What Led Me to This Moment . . . 
 
The experiences I have written about here in the Prologue include some of the most 
transformative experiences of my life; these are moments that have informed my reading life, my 
writing life, my teaching life, and my personhood.  Receiving the hate letter.  Writing side by 
side with my students.  The pilot study, where I heard the voices of students in reaction to my 
story.  These moments led me to a rich reflection on the complexities of my teaching life. The 
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roles and modes of being I have taken on and continue to take on as a teacher seem infinite and 
contradictory.  I wanted to pursue my reflections and my thinking through further study, 
research, listening, reading, and writing.  I wanted to hear the voices of my fellow teachers.  
What roles do they take on in the classroom?  What experiences have marked their 
understanding of their teaching lives?   
This process has become my dissertation study.  My study follows four teachers of 
English in an exploration of the ways that these teachers see themselves and their roles in the 
classroom and the means by which these teachers construct a teaching life.  These teachers and I 
work at the same school.  We are colleagues, we are friends.  We are the high school English 
department in its entirety.  I also invited the middle school English department (in this case, the 
Humanities department, as they blend English and History into a single subject).  One teacher 
from the middle school decided to participate.  Please see Appendix A for the Script I used to 
invite participants.  
Cooperative Middle School and Cooperative High School (together, the Cooperative 
School) are linked by a common history and a shared philosophy that value academic research, 
teacher reflection, and collaboration. (The school names are pseudonyms.)  An average of 40% 
of Cooperative Middle School students go on to Cooperative High School.  The Cooperative 
School strongly supports student-centered pedagogy, though it retains aspects of a traditional 
school as well, including, for example, numerical grading.  The four participants and I together 
comprise a majority of English Department teachers at the Cooperative School.  We know each 
other well; we are friends as well as colleagues. I found that significant advantages derived from 
this intimacy.  We are all in the same boat, we share a common frame of reference, and we 
communicated well with one another.  In the Methodology chapter, I go deeper into my data 
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collection techniques and the pros and cons of grounding my study in a single school and not just 
one school but my school, one of my homes.  
Through my dissertation study, my story has become a story of many parts.  It is 
enhanced by the literature I have read, the conversations I have shared with colleagues, 
professors, mentors, friends, and family members.  The participating teachers are paramount in 
creating this story.  I cannot say too many times how deeply I appreciate the generous 
participation of these teachers.  These four women took the time to share so much of themselves 
with me: their wisdom, their fears, their joys, their pride, their failures, their laughter, and 
sometimes their tears.   
I walk away with no definitive answers on the roles that manifest in a teaching life.  But I 
hope that my piece brings up the joy, the anguish, and most centrally, the questions: murky, 
impossible, beautiful questions that mark a teaching life.   
The "How" of the Study: Research Questions 
What is the crux and heart of my study?  How will I structure and present my findings?  The 
central goal of my study can be understood through the following guiding research questions:   
 
 How do English teachers in the Cooperative School name, describe, and reflect on the 
various roles that they assume in the classroom?  
 
 How do English teachers in the Cooperative School regard the relationship between their 
personal stories / histories / life experiences and the roles they take on within the 
classroom? 
  
  In what ways, if any, does Judith Butler's lens of performativity provide a useful lens 
through which to view the roles that English teachers embody in the Cooperative School 
classrooms? 
 
Ultimately, I am looking at my participants, at my data, in two central ways: I am analyzing 
my participants through the lens of their own consciousness, the stories they tell, and how 
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they see themselves.  This initial trajectory will follow the path forged by each participating 
teacher as she discusses her teaching life in the classroom.  Which roles does she assume in 
the classroom?  How does she regard these roles?  Which does she reject? How does she see 
her identity as a teacher?  The first trajectory is an analysis grounded in the perspective of the 
humanist tradition.  The teacher may choose to embrace a teacher role, such as teacher as 
expert, or she may choose to reject it.  She also might have ambivalence toward it.  In her 
mind, there is a doer behind the deed. This perspective comes naturally to the teacher.  
Bronwyn Davies points out:  
In educational contexts students and teachers are usually understood in liberal humanist 
terms; that is, an autonomous individual with varying degrees of freedom to choose what 
kind of person to be (2005, p. 425).  
 
It was important to me to hear these women's voices, to listen and put to the page as best I could 
the ways in which they see themselves as teachers and the crux of their teaching lives.  In short, 
how do these participants reflect on who they are in the classroom? Ultimately, a central goal of 
my study is to hear the voices and stories of participating teachers as they reflect upon their roles 
in the classroom. I am interested in uncovering and analyzing the complexity of the teacher 
within the English classroom, the multiple selves that arise and collide.  How do such selves 
come into being? How are these selves manifest?  How do they change with time and 
experience?  
 The voices of the participating teachers as they reflect on their teacher roles in the 
classroom are valuable and central to my work. But these teacher stories invite further analysis.  
The second trajectory will follow in the footsteps of Judith Butler, eschewing the comfort of the 
humanist tradition and analyzing the teacher's experiences and classroom roles through the lens 
of Butlerian performativity. In short, how do these participants become who they are in the 
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classroom? As I stepped back and read the data through a Butlerian take, I became struck by the 
fluid nature of identity, of the complicated nature of a teaching life.   
Turning to Theory  
With the story of the birth of this work in hand, I move forward to my Literature Review.  
On this journey, I have encountered so many people, scholars, writers, spheres of influence, 
professors, colleagues, and friends that have deeply influenced my work.  I carry it all with me.  





THE DINNER PARTY LITERATURE REVIEW 
In the five years I have spent in my doctoral studies at Teachers College, I have become 
acquainted with dozens of theorists whose work has variously puzzled, frustrated, engaged, and 
inspired me.   
One central scholar that is missing from this chapter is Judith Butler who has provided 
the rich lens of performativity to my discussion of teacher identities.  The Buterlian lens comes 
to life in my data analysis in Chapter 5. Best known for her analysis of gender as a social 
construct, Butler's thinking sheds light on identity formation in other contexts as well, including, 
in my view, the identities that teachers construct and display in the classroom.  
My Literature Review Chapter will touch on the long list of theorists that have influenced 
my thinking directly and indirectly in bringing this paper to life.  My advisor, Ruth Vinz, once 
encouraged me to think of my literature review as a dinner party.  I have kept this image in my 
mind’s eye as I read and researched.  Every piece I have read, every scholar I have encountered 
has influenced my thinking.  I carry these writers and thinkers with me.  Their voices flood my 
head and push me forward.  Here is an imagining of that dinner party, the various names, foods, 
aromas, tastes that linger with me still .  .  .  
The Dinner Party 
 
The guests to Ruth Vinz’s dinner party arrive with food, pieces of tomatoes, bread, 
cucumbers, and strands of spaghetti, slipping and sliding out of Tupperware and off plates as 
they enter the dining room. Each guest attempts to take his or her seat.  There are no assigned 
seats; there are no place cards, so everyone begins to sit on top of each other, not sure where to 
sit, excusing themselves, sliding into empty places. I watch closely as the remaining guests work 
out where they will sit. I take the last seat in the corner.  Everyone is kissing each other on the 
cheek and laughing, piling food onto their plates.  I am nervous, silent.  Vinz has saved me a seat 
near her, Blau and Dickson.  I whisper gratitude under my breath. I do not know anyone else at 
this party except the three of them.  
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Sigmund Freud brings wine.  Lots of it.  Red, white, rose, and champagne too.  He pours 
wine for each of us; my glass overflows; I quickly take a big gulp to stop the spill and clean up 
the remaining mess with my napkin.  His daughter, Anna Freud, has brought garlic bread.  It has 
a golden hue and smells like heaven.  Melanie Klein whiffs her hand to and fro; she doesn’t like 
the smell of the garlic bread.  She puts her Naan out onto the table.  Someone’s voice says that 
we have to choose which bread we want – there is not enough bread to have one of each kind.  I 
want the garlic bread, I want the Naan.  I stealthily hide my slice of garlic bread under the Naan 
on my plate.  I pour more wine for those who need it; everyone starts eating, everyone but me.  I 
look at each morsel and want to devour, but I sit back, still listening and watching.  I cannot 
bear to eat, I am afraid I will miss seeing something or hearing something.  As the guests speak 
to one another, their words deviate and collide. I think about what dish I will make for the next 
dinner party.  I have shown up empty-handed this time.  I feel like I can provide no sustenance, 
nothing worth eating. 
After a while, I feel my stomach rumbling. My plate is full.  I glance at it longingly,   
A piece of Anna Freud’s garlic bread is still hidden under Klein’s golden Naan.  There on the 
plate also lie Lacan’s roasted red peppers, Foucault’s four cheese spaghetti, simmering, 
Dewey’s crostini, James’ sundried tomatoes, Freire’s stuffed olives, Blau’s seafood stew, Lave 
and Wenger’s cucumbers, Bishop’s figs, Rosenblatt’s beets, Ripley’s salami, Mayer’s 
mozzarella, Vygotsky’s cauliflower, Butler’s olives, Bartholomae’s artichokes, and Vinz’s 
biscotti.  There are more pieces of food and fruit on my plate that I cannot recognize in the 
crowded beautiful and dizzying array.  They are all dancing on my plate, bleeding into each 
other, the tastes combined.  The smell overwhelms me. Drops of Sigmund Freud’s champagne 
drizzle on the plate. 
I take another sip of wine, stretch back on the mahogany chair and breathe in and out 
and listen. As I listen, I make connections and ask questions. I consider the food I will make, the 
small sustenance I can provide. Here is my small dish, an appetizer, as I ready to one day make 
a meal of my own. 
 
Setting the Stage for the Literature Review 
 
Fresh from my dinner party, in this chapter I will provide a taste from the scholars, 
theorists, writers and philosophers who have been valuable resources to me in my study of 
teacher identities.  I hope that my articulation of key figures and key movements in 
contemporary education and education-related philosophy will suggest the debt that we all owe 
to those who have gone before and also serve as a useful context in my exploration of teacher 
identities.  
The scholars and spheres of influence that I document here are not only influential to me 
personally and professionally but have also been influential in the field of education, even in the 
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greater field of how we see ourselves and our world.  These are some of the key influences that 
academics, teachers, and, indeed, my participants, carry with them on the road to constructing a 
teaching life.   
These are the key scholars, readers, writers, and thinkers that I have met on my journey.  
When I began collecting my data and speaking to my participants, I did not know what they 
would say and where they would take me.  Some of these scholars I will call back again and 
again, their voices a steady beat of a drum, reverberating and echoing throughout my paper.  
Others mentioned here are a single chime of a bell, heard loud and clear in this moment, but then 
gone yet not forgotten.  
Introduction to Interruptions 
Throughout my written study, I have moments where I pause and share an intersecting 
story or moment from my own life. I call these moments “Interruptions.” This modality is 
inspired in part by Randi Dickson’s (1999) dissertation, which intersperses personal “interludes” 
throughout her text. These Interruptions are a form of narrative inquiry.  Schaafsma, Vinz, et. al 
(2011) speak to the power of narrative inquiry processes:  
  
Subjectivities – ordinarily erased or muted in the cool objectivity of traditional social 
science research – get highlighted here as part and parcel of the acts of telling. . . . [It is a] 
process of making/becoming/presenting a moment in time, as their intersecting histories 
echo against the walls of the stories being constructed (p. 9).  
 My Interruptions are an important way for me to analyze and interact with my research and my 
data.  Upon hearing a story, insight, or question from a scholar or from one my participants, I 
often hearkened back to a story from my own life.  This is a form of analysis.  The walls 
reverberate and echo as my stories rub up against the research, as well as the experiences and 
stories of my participants.    
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Sigmund Freud  
 
Sigmund Freud's profound insights into the human psyche had repercussions in every 
area of human experience, including education.  Freud and his near contemporary, Albert 
Einstein, are sometimes credited with marking the beginning of the modern era -- a moment in 
time when the way that people thought about the world and about themselves forever changed.  
Einstein's general theory of relativity had effects far beyond the esoteric physics and 
mathematics that were the essence of his time/space theory.  Freud's accomplishments were 
similarly far-reaching and profound, forever changing the way that we view not the universe but 
our very selves.  
The concept of the self that had emerged during the Enlightenment continued throughout 
the nineteenth century with a widespread agreement that humanity was progressing from 
ignorance to knowledge.  The successes of the scientific method in industry, in medicine and in 
the sciences strengthened this prevailing view of reality.  In the realm of philosophy, the work of 
the nineteenth century philosopher George Hegel, whom I will discuss in Chapter 5 as an 
important influence on Judith Butler, theorized that knowledge was absolute and totalizing; that 
is, everything could be known and appropriated (Felman, 1982, p. 28). 
  Freud challenged all this with his exposition of the unconscious, as revealed by the 
process of psychoanalysis.  Freud was adamant that the psychoanalyst was not a "teacher" -- nor 
was the analysand a "student." The analyst had no "knowledge" that he/she sought to impart to 
the analysand.  Rather, Freud theorized that both the analyst and the analysand learned from the 
analysand’s unconscious. Both the analyst and analysand are positioned as learners. This 
learning came to life through dream interpretations, through slips of the tongue, through free 
association, and through other analytic processes. Freud, thus, not only articulated the concept of 
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“the unconscious," he embraced the unconscious as the central "teacher" in psychoanalytic 
theory.  This "unmeant" knowledge, to use Shoshana Felman's (1982, p. 28) term, can be 
contrasted with "knowledge" as understood by philosophers such as Hegel, who believed that 
knowledge was totalizing and absolute. Freud's theory implies that once the role of the 
unconscious is understood as inextricably linked to knowledge, knowledge cannot be totalized: 
human discourse can never be in agreement with itself since knowledge comes to each individual 
though the vehicle of the individual's unconscious.  
Freud was a practicing physician as well as an academic, and psychoanalysis grew out of 
Freud's treatment of mental patients. Freud believed that neuroses resulted from the suppression 
of the unconscious by the ego, a repressive process in which parents were first and foremost the 
enforcers.  As the child matures, traditional education takes over parental child rearing functions, 
such as classroom discipline, which is grounded in repression. Freud writes: 
Let us make ourselves clear as to what the first task of education is: The child must learn 
to control his instincts.  It is impossible to give him liberty to carry out all his impulses 
without restriction…Accordingly, education must inhibit, forbid and suppress and this is 
abundantly seen in all periods of history. But we have learnt from analysis that precisely 
this suppression of instincts involves the risk of neurotic illness. . .Thus education has to 
find its way between the Scylla of non-interference and the Charybdis of frustration . . . 
An optimum must be discovered which will enable education to achieve the most and 
damage the least . . . A moment's reflection tells us that heretofore education has fulfilled 
its task very badly and has done children great damage (as cited in Felman, 1982, p. 23). 
 
The above quotation is a rare instance of Freud speaking directly as to what his discoveries might 
mean for education.  As a rule, Freud left the subject alone, as he himself admitted: 
None of the applications of psychoanalysis has excited so much interest and aroused so 
many hopes . . . as its use in the theory and practice of education. . . My personal share in 
this application of psychoanalysis has been very slight.  At an early stage I had accepted 
the bon mot which lays it down that there are three impossible professions - education, 
healing, governing -- and I was already involved with the second of them (as cited in 
Felman, 1982, p. 21). 
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At the end of his life, however, Freud, in a more serious tone, acknowledged his failures and 
emphasized the importance of his work for the "impossible profession" in the future: 
But there is one topic which I cannot pass over so easily -- not, however because I 
understand particularly much about it or have contributed very much to it.  Quite the 
contrary: I have scarcely concerned myself with it at all.  I must mention it because it is 
so exceedingly important, so rich in hopes for the future, perhaps the most important of 
all the activities of analysis.  What I am thinking of is the application of psychoanalysis 
to education (as cited in Felman, 1982, p. 23). 
 
Mothers of Psychoanalysis: Melanie Klein and Anna Freud  
 
Disclosure: With regard to the “Controversial Discussions,” I must admit to rooting for 
Anna Freud.  Freud was a teacher, and by all accounts, she was a warm and well-regarded one. 
Her life suggests that she embodied Judith Butler's link of performativity to commitment, which I 
will address in a later chapter of this paper.  During Anna Freud's long life, she took on the 
difficult task of applying her father's work to education, without losing sight of the belief that 
children should not be sacrificed to theory. As a teacher in a public school setting, I constantly 
negotiate theory and practice.  Anna Freud led the way. 
 
The first disciple to take up Freud's challenge to relate the discoveries of psychoanalysis 
to education was his daughter, Anna.  An elementary school teacher as a young woman, Anna 
Freud underwent analysis with her father and began her life's work studying and working with 
children.  After Freud's death, Anna Freud became embroiled in a fierce debate in London 
psychoanalytic circles focusing on the work of Melanie Klein.  Freud and Klein, though often 
lumped together as the "mothers of psychoanalysis" became fierce adversaries.  Ironically, the 
women shared many commonalities.  Both were Viennese of Jewish descent, both émigrés to 
London, both lay analysts without academic pedigrees (neither attended college), and both early 
and respected writers and pioneers in the psychoanalysis of children (Morris, 2005, pg. 142). 
Anna Freud and Klein took divergent paths that foreshadowed a split that exists to this day 
between those who dismiss education as unsalvageable and those who use the insights of Freud 
regarding human knowledge and the human psyche as tools with which to improve the process 
of education.  
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The dispute between Klein and Anna Freud, together with their respective allies, which 
raged during the 1940's, is known as the “controversial discussions" (Midgley, 2013, pg.107). 
 The British Psychoanalytical Society (“BPS”) sponsored debates to see whether Klein's theories 
were compatible with Freud's thinking and therefore appropriate to be incorporated into the BPS 
curriculum.    
Both sides to the dispute accepted Freud's structure of the psyche, i.e., the id (repository 
of instinctual drives), the super ego (the repository of cultural rules) and the ego (the 
experiencing self that performs a mediating function).  Klein deviated from Freud, however, in 
believing that the super ego was present from birth, whereas Freud believed that the super ego 
did not did not evolve until approximately five years of age.  Klein also disputed Freud regarding 
the timing of the Oedipus Complex. Klein placed the event in infancy whereas Freud placed it 
from three to five years. A more practical point of dispute between Klein and Anna Freud 
centered on the age at which analysis should begin.  Anna Freud noted that the young child has a 
continued connection psychically and in reality with his/her parents and recommended a period 
of non-analytic reparation prior to analysis. Klein believed this was "hogwash" (Morris, 2005, p. 
148). 
Klein was extremely engaged by the assumed fantasy life of children and her language 
about these fantasies could be intense and provocative.   The following is an excerpt from Klein 
describing infant sexuality: 
From the beginning the destructive impulse is turned against the object and is first 
expressed in phantasized oral-sadistic attacks on the mother’s breast, which soon develop 
into onslaughts on her body by all sadistic means.   The persecutory fears arising from the 
infant’s oral-sadistic impulse to rob the mother’s body of its good contents and from the 
anal-sadistic impulses to put his excrements into her (including the desire to enter her 
body in order to control her from within) are of great importance for the development of 
paranoia and schizophrenia (Morris, 2005, p. 150). 
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Though the concept of infant sexuality was a basic, non-controversial topic of psychoanalysis, 
Klein’s language was viewed by many as fanciful and extreme.  Anna Freud’s writings, in 
contrast, have been called uninteresting and bland (Britzman, 2009b p.224), but they showed a 
gentleness toward children that resonated with many observers (Midgley, 2012, p.14). 
Not surprisingly, Klein and Anna Freud differed on the role that education played and 
might play in the lives of children. Both Anna Freud and Klein were highly critical of education 
as they had experienced it in Europe but differed in their responses to the problem.  In contrast to 
her adversary whose disregard for all education was profound, Anna Freud sought to use the 
insights of Freudian theory to change education for the better. According to Anna Freud's 
detractors, she believed the aim of education was "to normalize and make the child adapt to adult 
preconceptions of what emotional health should be." Klein found such views "detestable" 
(Morris, 2005, p.148).  
Answering her father’s challenge, Anna Freud delved into her father's writings and 
attempted to draw influences that would be useful to education. Her father believed that 
psychoanalysis inevitably involved transference, a process in which the patient transfers his/her 
earlier psychosexual conflicts of infancy to the analyst.  Meltzer and Williams (1988) arrestingly 
capture the phenomenon of transference in discussing love at first sight: 
 
Our minds are full of characters that search -- not of an author since we ourselves are the 
author -- but of players that fit the part. Thus does transference people the intimate areas 
of our lives (quoted in Britzman, 2009b, p. 151).  
 
The analyst uses transference as a vehicle to make the analysand conscious of material that had 
been previously repressed. But the analyst must be wary of the possibility -- and danger -- of 
counter-transference, a process in which the analyst -- or teacher --transfers feelings to the 
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analysand/student.  Anna Freud believed that her own educational experiences were affected by 
counter-transference.  In later life, Anna Freud would speak of her education from the vantage 
point of counter-transference -- still wondering what her teachers thought of her. Anna Freud 
believed that analysts/teachers must be mindful of counter-transference and the damage it could 
do to the analysand/student. 
Though Anna Freud believed in the essential relevance of psychoanalytic thinking for 
education, she acknowledged that they were fundamentally different undertakings. Anna Freud's 
first excursion from the clinic to theory resulted in the publication of her first major work:  "The 
Ego and the Mechanisms of Defense" in 1936.   In this work, Anna Freud reflected on the 
different but related roles of education and child analysis in dealing with persistent unhelpful 
defense mechanisms that can impede a child's development (Britzman, 2009, p. 24):  
When the ego has taken its defensive measures against an affect for the purpose of 
avoiding displeasure, something more besides analysis is required to undo them [ego 
defenses] if the result is to be permanent.  The child must learn to tolerate larger and 
larger quantities of unpleasure without immediately having access to defense 
mechanisms.  It must, however, be admitted that theoretically it is the business of 
education rather than of analysis to teach him that lesson (quoted in Britzman, 2009b, p. 
24).  
 
Anna Freud nursed her father in his last days and after his death turned to the work of preserving 
his legacy. Some have termed her writing as uninteresting and limited (Britzman, 2009b, p.224), 
but others have praised her ability "to demystify the excessively academic and often dense 
language of psychoanalysis" (Midgley, 2012, p. 14).  In any event, she dedicated herself to the 
important work of applying the principles of psychoanalysis to the "impossible profession." 
Interruption 
     A Connection to a Teaching Life 
  
I am eager to see the ways in which we can connect the work of Anna Freud and Melanie 
Klein to the manifestation of teacher identities that is the focus of my study.  I am particularly 
struck by how notions of transference and counter-transference manifest in the classroom. A 
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story from my own life returns to mind: the moment that inspired my “story of my body.”  The 
school administration tried to determine who had sent me the letter. Perhaps the student needed 
help in dealing with such anger.  From a handwriting analysis, the administration was confident 
that the writer was a young woman, Simone (a pseudonym), who was one of my students.  I was 
shocked to my core.  Simone and I had no problems or tensions that I was aware of.   I knew that 
her mother had been ill and was slowly dying from cancer over the course of a year. When 
Simone's mother died, Simone asked me to come to a memorial service that was scheduled for 
some week in the future. I told her I would be there (and indeed I went).  A week later, I received 
the hate letter.  I remember asking myself over and over: how could this young woman have 
written me this hate letter?  A close friend who is a psychologist introduced transference as a 
theory in trying to help me make sense of this baffling and hurtful event.  Could Simone have 
transferred feelings of anger and abandonment over her mother’s death to me? Suddenly, I 
remembered Simone telling me months ago that I reminded her of her mother. In another 
moment, she remarked that I was wearing a pair of earrings similar to those her mother always 
wore. Of course, I do not know the motivations behind the hate letter, but it is valuable to reflect 
on the ways in which we transfer and project onto others.  Indeed, teachers are likely recipients 
of projected feelings of love and anger, but as Anna Freud reminds us, we must remember that 
teachers can also engage in transference.  
 
The One Who Knows and the One Who Does Not Know: Jacques Lacan 
 
Another loyal disciple of Freud, Jacques Lacan, carried Freud's teaching further into the 
world of academia, putting Freud's work at the center of twentieth century philosophical inquiry 
regarding explorations of the nature of knowledge and human consciousness.  Building on 
Freud's discovery of the unconscious, Lacan, a psychoanalyst, deconstructed and problematized 
the concept of the humanistic “self” as a self-directing, rational subject, with a unified collection 
of thoughts and feelings (Usher & Edwards, 1994, p. 62). 
Lacan was influenced by the work of Ferdinand de Saussure, a leading proponent of 
structuralism, popular in early-to-mid twentieth century intellectual circles  
 Saussure, whose primary interest was structural linguistics, theorized that the linguistic 
signs that occur in language are composed of two parts: the signified (the meaning) and the 
signifier (the word, either spoken out loud or in thought). The word "stop" is a signifier; the word 
"stop" on a stop sign encountered when you are driving down the street becomes a signified 
(Roseboro, 2008, p. 32).  Signs are necessarily arbitrary as they differ in every language.  John 
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Searle (1983) illustrates the role of structure in language: "I understand the sentence 'the cat is on 
the mat' the way I do because I know how it would relate to an indefinite -- indeed an infinite set 
of other sentences, 'the dog is on the mat,' 'the cat is on the couch,' etc." (p.4). 
An early insight associated with structuralism was that structures underlie all human 
activity.  These laws were believed to be constant and universal, though there will be local 
variations, considered to be superficial.  Though structuralism was most closely linked to 
linguistics, it was also applied to a variety of intellectual disciplines, including anthropology and 
sociology.  Lacan was interested in the application of the tenets of structuralism to linguistics, 
though he later would refer to himself as a post-structuralist (Roseboro, 2008, p.73).  Lacan can 
be viewed as a structuralist in his assertion that the unconscious is structured as a language but as 
a post-structuralist in his assertion that the subject is situated in the unconscious, a view that 
supports the post-structuralist inclination to decentre conscious thought (Ellis, 1991, p. 73).   
 In any event, Lacan brought a linguistic analysis informed by structuralism to key Freud 
teachings, especially the interpretation of dreams. Freud theorized that the "dreamwork" 
consisted of four stages: (1) condensation – the process of condensing ideas and time; (2) 
displacement – the process of replacing repressed material with something less emotionally 
charged; (3) figurability - the process of turning the dream into visual elements; and (4) 
secondary revision -- the process of turning the dream into something that can be remembered as 
a sequence and discussed (Chapman & Routledge, 2009, p.190).  Lacan theorized that the 
dreamwork can be seen as a linguistic-like encoding activity, transforming an unconscious set of 
thoughts into a dream. Psychoanalysis seeks to decode what the dreamwork has encoded.  In 
fact, the totality of patient's entire discourse can be seen as a puzzle that will be decoded in 
analysis. 
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Lacan, sometimes credited with the "linguistics-ication" of Freud, boldly claimed that the 
"unconscious" itself is structured as a language (Roseboro, 2008, p. 73).  Lacan believed that the 
bar separating the "signified" from the "signifier" in dreams, slips of the tongue, etc., can be the 
bar of repression. Lacan also noted that "signifiers" may not signify the "signified" directly. 
 Lacan used the illustration of identical public bathroom doors labeled "men" and "women:” The 
men and women use the bathrooms according to the "signifiers" that label the doors.  Thus, there 
is a chain of signifiers operative before the true signification is determined. 
Lacan was highly critical of the concept of "transmission of knowledge" at every 
educational level.  He particularly disdained this process in higher education institutions, terming 
it derisively "academic discourse" (Felman, 1982, p. 22).  He devalued academic degrees, 
considering them mere titles to protect the "secrets of substantialized knowledge" (Felman, 1982, 
p.23). Lacan deplored the power differential between student and teacher and decried "the 
opposition of one who knows and the one who does not know" (Felman, 1982, p. 38).  Felman 
argues: "what counts, in both cases is precisely the transition, the struggle-filled passage from 
one position to the other. But the passage is itself interminable, it can never be crossed once and 
for all" (Felman, 1982, p. 38).  Thus, Lacan claimed that he had become the analysand of his 
class -- though that transformation was not permanent, rather it was part of an interminable 
process. The struggle-filled interminable transition from teacher to student and from student to 
teacher is an important aspect my study.  Strategies such as cold reading, student-chosen Inquiry 
projects and writing workshops all provide an opportunity to reflect on this interminable passage 
from teacher to student to teacher. 
Lacan noted that Freud changed the way that "knowledge" was perceived.  The analyst 
was, after all, taught by such things as the dreams of his patient --an unmeant knowledge which 
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does not know what it knows (Felman, 1982, p.28).  Lacan also emphasized Freud's great 
indebtedness to literature.  The Oedipus Complex, a central part of Freud's understanding of 
childhood, is perhaps now better known than Sophocles' great drama.  Like the knowledge of the 
unconscious, knowledge of literature is not in mastery of itself.  Socrates asked the poets the 
meaning of their poetry and found their answers unenlightening and superficial.  Socrates 
considered the poets to be "diviners or soothsayers who say fine things but do not understand the 
meaning of them" (Felman, 1982, p.42).    
Lacan did not "receive" knowledge from Freud: rather he sought "to learn from Freud 
how to learn Freud" (Felman, 1982, p.42).   Lacan thus addresses the conundrum faced by 
Freud's disciples: if learning from a teacher is "impossible" how do we learn from Freud? 
 Essentially, Lacan believed that Freud's teachings should be read as literature -- not as received 
truth.  Ultimately, the only thing that could be learned from the master was a disposition toward 
learning. "The truth of the subject," said Lacan, "even when he is in the position of the master, is 
not in himself."  Felman points out that Lacan may be the first disciple in human history "who 
does indeed believe in the ignorance of his teacher -- of his master" (Felman, 1982, p.43). 
Lacan's insight provides a useful admonition to those who would review any set of ideas as a 
received truth.   
Felman directly addresses the simple fact that the writings of Freud and Lacan present a 
damaging critique of pedagogy.  Freud spoke of the great damage that education had wrought 
upon students throughout history (Felman, 182, p.23).  Lacan blamed "narrow minded 
pedagogues" for reducing teaching to functional apprenticeship (Felman, 1982, p. 24).  In 
response, Felman argues that debate over education should not focus solely on the content of the 
writings and lectures of Freud and Lacan, but should give due credit to the illocutionary force of 
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their written and oral statements. It is not just what someone says: it is the action of their 
speaking. 
Perhaps most importantly, Felman points out that both men were teachers to the core. 
 Lacan characterized the seminar he gave bi-monthly for a period of forty years as "a function. . . 
to which I have truly devoted my entire life" (Felman, 1982, p.25).  His mentor, Freud, 
terminally ill and incapable of speech, wrote a lecture in the form of a dialogue with his students 
as one of the last acts of his life (Felman, 1982, p.25). The content of the written work of both 
men may pose challenges for the educator, but their lives as they lived them also speak to us. 
Interruption 
     A Connection to a Teaching Life 
  
Lacan’s challenge of the power differential between student and teacher is at the heart of 
my interest and one of the central drives for my study. This phrase stays and connects to me 
deeply; I keep returning to it: "the opposition of one who knows and the one who does not know" 
(Felman, 1982, p. 38).  How do participating teachers make sense of this deceptive binary if, 
indeed, sense can be made of it? Do the participants attempt to reify their identity as “the one 
who knows?”  How do they challenge or even transform this status? I think of a story from my 
own life.  One semester, I had a Phase Two student teacher, Stephanie (a pseudonym).  She was 
leading my Advanced Placement Literature class, creating lesson plans and designing projects 
for the course.  Her supervisor came to visit the class to watch Stephanie teach.  We were 
reading Macbeth at the time. Afterwards, they had a debrief session which I also attended. The 
supervisor asked Stephanie how this lesson plan connected to future lesson plans. How is she 
preparing them for the next scenes to come? He quoted upcoming passages of Macbeth.  I 
smiled, impressed with his knowledge. Stephanie replied somewhat guiltily that she had not read 
Macbeth in a long time.  She had not read ahead, she did not know where they should travel 
next.  The supervisor was appalled. He told Stephanie that she needed to be way ahead of where 
the students are; she should be charting the course of events at every turn.  I found myself 
nodding in agreement, but after some long, hard reflection, I have challenged myself to consider 
the value of the experience of reading an unfamiliar text authentically with students. If you as the 
teacher did not know what was to happen next in the text, if you were reading in mystery, just 
like the students, how might that feel? This experience might lessen the divide between “the one 
who knows and the one who does not know."  At the same time, I see the value of experience, of a 
teacher who can recite Shakespeare, who knows where the text is going, the guideposts of a 
possible journey.  There are no easy answers, I am afraid, but it was exciting for me to learn 
from the participating teachers as they struggle through and wander through the divide between 




Power Discourses: Michel Foucault and Paulo Freire  
 
The power differential between the "other" and "the subject presumed to know" that so 
worried Lacan was of particular interest to Michel Foucault, a French philosopher twenty-five 
years junior to Lacan.  Like Lacan, Foucault was a disciple of Freud, spending time as a young 
man as an unofficial intern at a psychiatric institute.  Freud had previously noted that educators 
take on the role of "enforcers" of societal norms as the child transitions from the family to the 
great world.  In short, in Freudian terms, teachers take on the duty to "inhibit, forbid and 
suppress" (Felman, 1982, p. 23).  Foucault reacted strongly against this process, which he 
believed functioned, in essence, as a repressive exercise of power.  Looking back on his life, 
Foucault said: “My objective . . . has been to create a history of the different modes by which in 
our culture human beings are made subject" (Cheshier, n.d., p.1).  Deeply critical of all ways in 
which societies dominate the individual, he was particularly alert to domination strategies that 
rely on the control of knowledge.  In Chapter 5, when I analyze my data through a Butlerian lens, 
I shall return to Foucault, as he relates to Butler.  As we shall see in Chapter 5, Foucault's theory 
of power discourses plays an important role in Butler's theory of performativity (Butler, 2004, p. 
41). Following Foucault, Butler acknowledges that regulatory power not only acts against an 
existing subject but also forms the subject, importantly giving the subject an identity in the social 
world.  
Paulo Freire (1970), the author of the seminal text Pedagogy of the Oppressed, was also 
much engaged with power discourse theory. Considered the father of the critical studies 
movement, Freire, like Foucault, deplored what he called the "banking” concept of education in 
which the student is viewed as an empty "account" to be filled by the teacher.  Freire also 
believed that there was no such thing as neutral education -- either education works upon the 
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student to become a part of the social system in place or it becomes the "practice of freedom," 
the means by which men and women deal critically with reality and discover how to participate 
in the transformation of the world (Freire, p.72).   
Foucault also had a deep interest in truth-telling -- borrowing the word parrhesia from 
Euripides to make his point.  The parrhesiates (one who practices parrhesia) speaks the truth 
even though he risks his life in doing so (Peters, 2003, p. 213).  Foucault incorporated his goal of 
truth-telling in what he called “technologies of the self."  One such technology was "care for the 
self” (Peters, 2003, p. 209).   Foucault admonished readers not to view care of the self as 
narcissistic.  Tina Besley reflected on Foucault’s technology of "care of the self" and considered 
what this might mean for schools both at a theoretical and practical level. "One element that 
might be derived from Foucault is the importance of  writing and reading "the self," alongside 
the conversational or dialogical forms of 'talking or confessing "the self'" (Besley, 2005, p. 86). 
 Counseling by school psychologists and others is an obvious and important factor in "care for 
the self” in an educational context.  In addition, however, writing and reading the "self" in 
settings such as English classrooms, could take varied and powerful forms.  Journal writing, 
diaries, personal responses to literature, and autobiographical writing of any kind can all have a 
place in the process. These are strategies that participating teachers in the study might employ 
and reflect upon, as they conduct a "reading and writing of the self."  
Interruption 
     A Connection to a Teaching Life 
  
Like Lacan, I am curious to see the ways in which the participating teachers negotiate the 
regulatory teacher identity of “enforcer of societal norms."  Unhappily, I find myself guilty of 
this role as well. Perhaps every teacher is.  I oftentimes receive emails from 11th grade students 
that I fear do not fit the genre of email writing that will be expected of them in college and in the 
great world.  I have sent a handful of emails to students over the years that read like this most 
recent one:  
 
29 
Hi _____________,  
 
Hope you're enjoying the weekend. Thank you for checking in.  
 
When writing an initial letter or email to a teacher/professor, make sure to be 
professional by having a salutation, e.g., "hi," "dear," etc., and closing with your name. 
This is so important for college and the professional world!  
 
I have graded your make-up quiz and entered it onto Jupiter Grades as you requested.  
Best, 
R. Fabricant   
 
In my mind, in writing emails like these back to students, I am helping them, paving the way for 
the future. Yet, I am also serving as an “enforcer of societal norms.”  I wonder about the 
tensions that exist here. The stories and accounts of the participating teachers may shed further 
light on this issue, as they showed me the complex ways in which they both challenge and 
negotiate their role as enforcer of norms.  
 
William James and John Dewey: The Role of Students in the Classroom 
 
William James (1841-1910) and John Dewey (1859-1952) espoused views on the role 
that education should play in American society that still resonate in contemporary debates over 
the Common Core Standards and the role of testing. Participating teachers had the opportunity to 
explore and reflect on the tension between testing and larger education goals in a real world 
setting.   
 James, a leading proponent of pragmatism often characterized as the "father of American 
psychology, made explicit the role of education in forming the student into a useful citizen, 
stating that the college-educated had a particular role in, to use James' metaphor "steering the 
ship of democracy" (Cozby, 2011, p. 21). A primary goal of education, according to James, was 
to prepare students "to become responsible citizens of high moral character who help to counter 
adverse influences of popular culture, corporate practices and powerful media on society" 
(Crosby, 2011, p.20).  James thus explicitly espoused  a discourse that  concerned Lacan, 
Foucault and Freire. Though James' rhetoric supporting the role of education in forming useful 
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citizens is no longer widely accepted, in other respects, James plays an important role in 
contemporary pedagogic debates. Later in this chapter, I will discuss James' theories of 
consciousness in the context of L.M Rosenblatt's (1994 and 1995) exploration of how we read.      
James' primary interest was higher education, but John Dewey, another American 
philosopher/psychologist, was deeply interested in the education of children and was responsible 
for changes in traditional education that to some extent continue to this day.  The student-
centeredness that is the operative philosophy of the Cooperative School is based on principles 
enunciated by Dewey more than a century ago. Many practices of the Cooperative School, such 
as student collaborative work and projects of inquiry selected by the students, relate to Dewey's 
insights.  Making points similar to those of Lacan and Foucault, Dewey noted that students in 
traditional settings were passive bystanders in their education.  Learning was something that was 
imposed upon them.  In contrast, Dewey saw the student as an active experiential learner.  In 
progressive education, as envisioned by Dewey, the teacher served as facilitator -- not 
transmitter. "Thus the teacher becomes a partner in the learning process, guiding the students to 
independently discover meaning within the subject area" (Dewey, 1897, pg. 79).  
Dewey noted that the past plays a major role in traditional education. “That which is 
taught is thought of as essentially static.  It is taught as a finished product, with little regard either 
for the ways in which it was originally constructed or for changes that will surely occur in the 
future” (Dewey, 1938, p. 19).  In addition, the traditional educator takes little responsibility for 
the experience of the student in the act of "learning."  Progressive educators, on the other hand,  
are concerned with "where" the student is in the moment, both "where" in the spatial sense, i.e.,  
the environment in which the learning event occurs, and "where" in the sense of  the 
developmental maturity of the student. Schools of progressive education seek to understand the 
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past in light of and in conjunction with the present and future.  The experience of the student is 
of paramount importance, as educators endeavor to connect learning to the child's life 
experiences (Roseboro, 2008, p. 30).  Interestingly, both James and Dewey were important 
influences on Louise Rosenblatt, whose work in the field of education and literacy will be 
discussed below.  
Interruption 
     A Connection to a Teaching Life 
 
Dewey favored an experiential learning environment, where the teacher and his/her 
students work together collaboratively.  The teacher does not simply stand in front of the room 
dispensing information to the pupils.  There is collaboration and a working with ideas and 
information. Such a model subverts the idea of the teacher as “the one who knows" in favor of 
teacher as guide.  I am reminded of one of my colleagues at the Cooperative School, a History 
teacher whom I know to be a brilliant educator.  He attempts to put students at the center of the 
classroom.   It always strikes me when I hear the occasional student griping about his class: “He 
is not a good teacher.  He doesn’t do anything.  We do everything.”  I am always surprised that 
some students do not see the value of a Dewey-like experiential learning environment.  Many of 
them claim that they want a teacher with answers, a teacher “who knows.”  Indeed, they want 
the teacher to do the “doing,” positioning the student’s ideal role as passive bystander. The 
participating teachers in the study through reflection and through dialogues with each other and 
with me explored the contours of active student engagement as it emerged in the context of the 
classroom. They reflected on how they perceived Dewey-like classroom experiences, where the 
students are at the center, engaged in scientific-like active inquiry.  How did they feel the 
students reacted to these experiences? How were the experiences framed by teachers?  
 
                             Lave and Wenger: The Power of Situated Learning  
 
  Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger, in their book, Situated Learning (1991), set forth  
compelling arguments that point to the importance of social relationships in the learning 
experience.  Lave, a social anthropologist, had been impressed with the success of 
apprenticeships that she had observed in various cultural contexts.  These experiences formed the 
genesis for what Lave and Wenger call a "community of practice."  This social construct  
includes all levels of learners from beginners to experts.  Learning in a “community of practice” 
is collective.  The focus is on observation, trial, and communication. Importantly, there is no  
32 
formal presentation of material that should be "learned.”  Significantly, the focus of the group is 
not limited to the acquisition of knowledge: social relationships in the community are an integral 
part of the experience. "Legitimate peripheral participation" is the name Lave and Wegner 
(1990) give to engagement in social practice that entails learning as an integral constituent of the 
process (p.35). 
Lave and Wenger (1990) emphasize that legitimate peripheral participation is not an 
educational strategy or a teaching technique (p 40).  Indeed, it is difficult to imagine legitimate 
peripheral participation transplanted into the classroom.  Rather it is a way to understand 
learning, an acknowledgement of the key role that social relationships play in the learning 
process.  Nevertheless, as we shall see in Chapter 4, virtually in every class at the Cooperative 
School, one can identify elements of Situated Learning.   The student-centeredness that the 
Cooperative School adopts as a philosophy is consonant with the insights of Lave and Wenger, 
specifically a shared rejection of transmittal pedagogy.  Elements of Situated Learning are 
apparent as groups of students discuss topics and analyze materials together.  Though there is 
much in the Cooperative School that remains traditional, there is much that destabilizes the role 
of teacher as the conventional transmitter of knowledge, an insight at the heart of Situated 
Knowledge.  
 
The Postmodern, its Origins and its Relevance for Education 
 
Any discussion regarding contemporary philosophy must necessarily deal with 
postmodernism. However, a threshold question presents a difficulty: "Just what is it?"  No one 
can really answer the question, because to do so would defeat the essence of postmodernism.  
The name itself suggests that we might simply call it a period of time, i.e., the time after the 
modernism which seems to many observers to have petered out.  But to do so would assume that 
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there is a period after postmodernism, an assumption that would necessitate resorting to the 
modernist meta-belief that there will be another period in the sequence (Usher & Edwards, 1994, 
p. 9).  Any definition of postmodernism would attempt to totalize a point of view that 
fundamentally rejects totalization.  It is easier to start the discussion with a negative: 
postmodernism is not  a systematic theory or comprehensive philosophy nor is it a set of ideas 
that are associated with a unified social or cultural movement. 
An effort to understand indefinable postmodernism might include a consideration of what 
we mean by modernity, a term often applied to the period of historical development having 
origins in the late eighteenth century that led to the triumph of industrial capitalism and the 
nation state. Modernity is often linked to progressivism and a faith in rationality and science.  
Postmodernism rejects such meta-narratives, indeed, rejects meta-narratives of any kind. Instead,  
postmodernism emphasizes discourse and positionality as fundamental components in the 
assertion of any knowledge claim (Usher & Edwards, 1994, p.10).  
Characteristics of postmodernism include the tendency to overcome the distinctions 
between high and popular culture, between art and everyday life, between reality and 
appearance.  L. Lovlie describes (not defines) postmodernism as "an index term for a position 
that is 'different' from traditional positions" (as cited in Usher & Edwards, 1994, p .7).  
Postmodernism does not purport to present an articulated set of ideas to replace the various ideas 
espoused during the heyday of modernity.  L. J. Nicolson emphasizes that postmodernism is "a 
set of viewpoints of a time, justifiable only within its own time" (as cited in Usher & Edwards, 
1994, p .7).  Perhaps that is the best that we can do.  
Though postmodernism is often described as "contested terrain" (Usher & Edwards, 
1994, p .13), its origins are readily discernible.  Hal Foster acknowledges that it is hard to 
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conceive of postmodernism "without continental theory, structuralism and post-structuralism in 
particular" (quoted in Usher & Edwards, 1994, p .17).  
 Usher and Edwards allow that the differences between post-structuralism and 
postmodernism can be difficult to articulate. Both are hostile to discourses of power; both 
challenge representationality, i.e., the idea that texts represent a reality outside the texts; both 
hold that it is impossible for a "sovereign" reader to master "the language" and present clear 
meanings that capture "the truth." Nevertheless, any effort to conflate post-structuralism with 
postmodernism, is resisted.   
Patti Lather (1991) in Getting Smart: Feminist Research and Pedagogy with/in the 
Postmodern uses "post-modern" to refer to "the larger cultural shifts of a post-industrial, post-
colonial era" and “post-structural to mean the working out of those shifts within the arenas of 
academic theory” (p. 4).  Lather also admits to using the terms interchangeably though she 
acknowledges that other scholars would disapprove. 
 The perceived differences between post-structuralism and postmodernism are often 
debated and elaborated on by continental theorists in texts that are difficult for English-speaking 
readers to comprehend. The obscurity of the writings is often viewed as deliberate on the part of 
the authors, foregrounding the importance of language by emphasizing textuality, i.e., the status 
of texts as texts (Usher & Edwards, 1994, p. 18).  Perhaps, this deliberate obscurity has 
contributed to the disregard that some American intellectuals express for the post-structuralists. 
Noam Chomsky (2013), for one, referred to Lacan as a "charlatan" (as cited in Cheshier, n. d.).  
Beyond postmodernism's contribution to the deconstruction of power discourses, does 
postmodernism bring useful insights relevant to education?  At first blush, it would seem 
unlikely. J. F. Lyotard points out: 
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The project of modernity is deeply intertwined with education, modernity's belief being 
that progress in all areas will emancipate the whole of humanity from ignorance, poverty, 
backwardness, despotism. . . thanks to education in particular, it will also produce 
enlightened citizens, masters of their own destiny (as quoted in Usher & Edwards, 1994, 
p.24). 
 
Teachers struggle to "bring out" and inspire students to realize their potential, as defined by 
educational goals.  This concept is difficult for the postmodern sensibility.  Nevertheless, in my 
view, there are aspects of postmodernism that can be productively inserted into the curriculum. 
These include postmodernism's respect for a multiplicity of perspectives, along with the caveat 
that postmodernism does not imply that all such multiple positions have equal value; 
postmodernism's distrust of totalizing explanations and theories; and the alertness to power 
discourses of any kind.  The classroom could also benefit from postmodernism's penchant for 
pastiche, i.e., the putting together of works of art that are separated by time, tone, social setting, 
etc.  The Wooster Group  (1999) won a Best Production Obie in 1999 for House / Lights, a play 
that links Gertrude Stein’s (1938) whimsical libretto Dr. Faustus Lights the Lights with Joseph P 
Mawra’s (1964) sexploitation film, Olga’s House of Shame.   
Pastiche is still very much with us. The 2015 Broadway hit, Lin-Manuel Miranda's 
(2015) Hamilton, views the immigrant founding father through the lens of hip hop. Another 
postmodern concept that might work well in the classroom is the implementation of the ludic as a 
means, for example, of problematizing totalizing discourses. 
 
Interruption 
     A Connection to a Teaching Life 
  
A memorable moment of postmodernism and education occurred when my high school 
students and I attended a performance of “The Rehearsal, Playing the Dane" (Pan Pan, 2012), a 
riff on Hamlet featuring a trio of actors auditioning for the title role.  The scenery was a takeoff 
on the stage production that featured Richard Burton's iconic portrayal of Hamlet. The role for 
the trio was unglamorous, as the would-be Hamlets were summarily put through their paces by 
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the director and required to submit to a vote by the audience, who came to the stage during the 
break. Yet, one image stands out in memory.  While the audience is being seated, a Great Dane, 
Toby by name, according to the playbill, romps about the stage.  The dog (whom we will not see 
again) is playing keep-away with his actor pals, but in place of a ball, we see that the tossed 
object is the skull of Yorick.  Thus, there is much in the play that problematizes, deconstructs, 
decentres and subverts the literary master discourse.  After all, Shakespeare epitomizes the 
Master at work, and we see that Hamlet (the Dane) and Shakespeare (the Great) are signified by 
a dog.  Yet, Toby is impossible not to celebrate.  Huge, athletic, playful, but with the awesome 
dignity that grace and size afford, the Great Dane gambols about the stage. Thus does the ludic 
add ambivalence to the decentring of a master narrative.  
 
 Linda Brodkey (1996) hints that the modern is always lurking in the postmodern: "If I do 
not renounce my modernist self and I do not, it is because I have come to welcome my own 
discomfort with coeval contradictory selves as a signal of post-modern rumblings the more 
recognizable in the din of modernism" (p. xi).  The post-structuralist and postmodernist theorists 
discussed above set a scaffolding for exploring the potential for decentring normative teaching 
identities, including the meta-identity of the teacher as "the one who knows." Participating 
teachers negotiate multiple selves, deconstructing normative roles and leaving space for the 
emergence of roles such as teacher as guide and teacher as fellow learner. This process of tension 
and reconciliation of multiple selves is a great challenge to teachers in the trenches, and the 
reflections of participating teachers may add to an important body of work.   Teachers who write 
with students exemplify the challenges such teachers face.  
Writer-Teacher-Writer: Wendy Bishop, Ruth Vinz, Peter Elbow   
 
Until recently, the teaching of writing tended to reinforce the identity of the teacher as 
"the one who knows."  Writing pedagogy followed a traditional format, exemplified by the five 
paragraph essay assignment. The teacher corrected the student work, pointing out strengths and 
weaknesses in accordance with established rubrics of mechanics, organization, transitions, etc. 
 Wendy Bishop, a teacher of writing at the college level, challenged the reigning paradigm, 
arguing that writing and the teaching of writing are inextricably linked.  Bishop faulted the 
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writing professoriate for their views, noting that the "writer-teacher-writer" (Bishop's phrase 
conveying the dual identity of "the teacher who writes" and "the writer who teaches") was not 
well represented in academic journals in contrast with other teachers of composition.  In Bishop's 
view: "Writing teachers must also be writers and engage in the writing process with students, and 
through this journey students will begin to know that we write and understand the process 
firsthand" (Hamilton, 2011, p.197).  Bishop did not equivocate: "I can no more imagine being a 
writing teacher who does not write than I can imagine one who does not read" (Hamilton, 2011, 
p. 14).   
Bishop's primary interest was the role of teacher writing in a college class where writing 
was the explicit subject matter of the class.  Ruth Vinz, on the other hand, explored the role of 
teacher writing in the context of literature education in the secondary school setting. Vinz 
employed qualitative research as the vehicle to explore the teacher who writes with students.  
Vinz spent seven months researching in depth the reflective processes of three experienced 
teachers on a broad range of topics, including the role of teacher as writer in the context of 
English education (Vinz, 1996, p. 88).  All three teachers had long believed that teachers of 
literature should be writers and, indeed, made writing part of their lives.  One teacher wrote 
poems for her grandchildren, another wrote letters to the editor, another produced a family 
newspaper. 
The teachers, not unexpectedly, emphasized in the classroom the strategies that worked in 
their own lives. In the course of reflective inquiry, however, the teachers thought hard on 
whether or not introducing to the class the writing practices of the teachers was productive or 
non-productive.  Without the teacher prompts, might the students have figured out these or 
equally effective strategies for themselves?  Might that have been a more successful outcome? 
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 Vinz emphasizes that the underlying rationale of everything must be challenged:  “The very 
claim of purpose – to empower students – becomes something to be questioned by the teacher, as 
if liberation by the White Knight were necessary” (Vinz, 1996, p. 99).  This analytic process is 
part of the reflection that Vinz considers essential.  
The problem of teacher as model of excellence can be exacerbated when teachers write 
with students on the same topic, as is the case when the teacher writes her response to an 
assignment.  In the pilot study that inspired this work, in which both teachers and students wrote 
essays modeled on "The Story of My Body,” (Cofer, 2005) a surprising number of students 
focused on the perceived quality of the teachers' stories, an outcome that was not at all the point 
of the assignment. Participating teachers in my study reflected on the vexing question: how can 
teachers bring their own writing and reading processes into the classroom without positioning the 
teacher as the one with all of the answers, the one with all of the writing chops?  What strategies 
can be employed to lessen the implication that the teacher's contribution exemplifies a master 
narrative?  Another question surfaces: is it in fact a good thing for a teacher to position her work 
as a master narrative?   
The interest in teachers writing with students ironically owes much to Peter Elbow, 
whose seminal 1973 work was entitled Writing Without Teachers.  Elbow's title suggests that 
teachers are, in fact, an obstacle to writing, a conclusion formed in Elbow's experiences in 
academia. Elbow championed the concept of "free writing" as a means to overcome the block he 
encountered when he tried to write "for a teacher" and also pioneered the use of peer review. 
Both free writing and writer workshops based on Elbow's thinking are now commonplaces in 
writing pedagogy.  Elbow insists that peer review should not be a judgment.  Comments by peers 
should center on how the reader understood the writing -- not on how the writing could be 
39 
"improved.”  Elbow contrasts "the doubting game" (a methodology focusing on argument, 
criticism, judgment, as exemplified in critical thinking) with "the believing game" (a 
methodology that attempts to believe the ideas expressed in order to find value in the work.) 
Elbow does not argue that the "doubting game" is valueless.  Elbow's only goal is "to have the 
doubting game move over and grant a legitimacy to the believing game" (p.150).  "We are trying 
to find not errors but truths and for this it helps us to believe" (p. 149).  
To what extent can the principles espoused by Elbow in Writing Without Teachers be 
implemented in a classroom with teachers?   The goal might be a community where the teacher 
and her/his students are reading, analyzing, writing, editing, risking, and sharing their work 
together. What ways of being can be implemented that further these goals?  To what extent do 
the roles of teacher such as grade-giver undermine the realization of the goals?  The reflections 
of participating teachers may shed light on these issues. 
Writing With Students and Sharing the Possibility of Rejection  
The most literal study of a teacher writing with students that I have encountered was 
undertaken by Mark Evans Edwards (2012), a college teacher of sociology.  Edwards and his 
students in an undergraduate research methods course contemporaneously embarked on research-
based projects culminating in written work suitable, if all went well, for submission to publishers 
for possible publication (p. 255).  During the course, detailed attention was paid to the process of 
writing.  Edwards shared the stress of writing for publication, distributing to his students copies 
of rejection letters he had personally received.  Students were encouraged to disclose and discuss 
their own struggles with writing.  After conclusion of the term, student feedback was assessed by 
the professor's colleagues in order to give the responders confidence that their feedback would be 
anonymous. The results showed that students found the teaching method to be helpful (Edwards, 
2012, p. 258). Positive comments related to the impact that the shared undertaking had on the 
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instructor/student relationship and the full consideration of writing process issues. The fact that 
Edwards so openly shared his vulnerability as a writer could be an important factor in avoiding 
the valorizing of the teacher-writer, an inevitable issue when the teacher shares his/her written 
work with students.  
Writing with the Wounded and as the Wounded 
 
An assignment, such as "The Story of My Body" essay assignment is likely to elicit 
responses of a highly personal nature. This sort of exercise is favored by proponents of critical 
pedagogy and cultural studies, such as Marc Lamont Hill, who see value in the lived experience 
of students and are confident that incorporating these experiences in the classroom will lead to 
desirable educational outcomes (Hill, 2009a, p. 8) and will offer the real possibility of healing as 
well (Hill, 2009a, p. 74). Hill heeds the admonition of Carol Lee to make explicit "connections 
between the student's everyday knowledge and the demands of the subject matter learning" (cited 
in Hill, 2009a, p.8). 
Hill and a co-teacher led a hip-hop centered English literature evening class of young 
adults drawn from an economically depressed, multi-racial community.  Personal narratives of 
the students -- both oral and written -- were encouraged.  Gradually, over a period of time 
students began sharing such narratives, and Hill shared his stories of personal challenges as well. 
Admissions by the teacher of vulnerability, struggle and flawed humanity arguably reduce the 
power differential between teacher and student in a significant way. In my view, Hill's class bore 
indicia of a storytelling "community of practice," of the kind envisioned by Lave and Wegner 
(1991) where participants work with and learn from one another (p. 98). 
Interestingly, a significant breakdown of community occurred at the teacher-level not the 
student-level.  Though Hill's co-teacher was privy to and deeply interested in the personal stories 
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of the students, who revealed their fears, their failures, their anger, and their dreams, Hill's co-
teacher shared no stories of his own (Hill 2009b, p. 23).  Hill relates this to Foucault's critique of 
the "pleasure of analysis," suggesting a self-centered obsession with the sources of pleasure and 
pain of another person (cited in Hill, 2009b, p. 24).  The problems between Hill and his co-
teacher point to the difficulties of establishing and maintaining a community of practice in a 
conventional educational setting with traditional roles for teacher and student.  
Hill's experience illustrated both the power of a student/teacher community and the 
difficulties it faced, when the community became fractured over the non-participation of Hill's 
co-teacher (Hill 2009b, p. 23).  Truth-telling is a hard and dangerous business, and not everyone 
is ready for the task.  Personal narratives -- if they are to be honest -- raise the unavoidable 
possibility that the writers will not always or perhaps, ever, come across as mature paragons of 
virtue.  How much honesty can a classroom take?  The experience of Hill and his class sheds 
light on both the potential and the problems of self-disclosure on the part of teacher and students.  
Elizabeth Dutro (2011), a teacher of literacy in an urban setting, echoes Lamont Hill's 
sentiment, arguing that "to be effective witnesses of the testimonials of our students, we need in 
turn to allow them to be our witnesses -- even when it is hard, even when it feels risky" (p. 194). 
 Hard stories, in Dutro's view, call for a response that is demanding of teachers: "We need to let 
our hearts break in the face of some of the stories our students bring to us and let their hearts 
bleed a bit for us (p. 209).  Dutro argues that “the difficult can be productive pedagogically and 
relationally within the classroom” (p. 194). 
LaVona Reeves' (1997) work in teaching apprehensive writers is instructive at several 
levels.  Reeves emphasizes that students become so caught up in "learning to write" that they 
lose focus on "writing to learn," -- not just writing to learn the content of a lesson but writing to 
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learn about themselves.  Reeves quotes Eldridge Cleaver: "That is why I started to write. To save 
myself . . . I had to find out who I am and what I wanted to be" (as cited in Reeves, 1997, p. 38).  
In urging teachers to write with their students, Reeves points out that writing is difficult for all of 
us and argues that explicitly sharing that difficulty with students is valuable in the classroom. 
 Teachers and students alike, in the footsteps of Mark Evans Edwards (2012), must call on the 
"ordinary courage" (to use Annie G. Rogers' (1993) term) that it takes for all of us to become 
writers (Reeves, 1997, p. 44).    
Teacher as Fellow Reader: Blau and Rosenblatt 
As suggested above, the concept of teacher-writer-teacher has been the subject of 
extensive academic interest. My study also focuses on teacher as fellow-reader and fellow- 
meaning-maker, roles in the classroom that have not been as widely explored. 
Sheridan Blau provides a personal anecdote from his early teaching years that aptly 
illustrates the problem of teacher as meaning-maker in the traditional classroom.  After assigning 
his students a difficult poem to explicate, Blau, who had not read the poem previously, was faced 
with doing his "homework," that is, the research, analysis, and hard thinking that were necessary 
to make meaning of the poem. On the following day, Blau, in the position of teacher as "the one 
who knows," shared his findings with his students. Blau's epiphany was that the students had not 
"learned" from the exercise -- they had watched Blau learn.  It was Blau who had done the work 
of finding meaning in the poem (Blau, 2003, p. 2).  Blau allows that he has spent most of his 
professional life attempting to resolve the paradox inherent in traditional teaching/learning (Blau, 
2003, p. 3). 
Significantly, Blau's epiphany arose in the context of teaching literary criticism as 
opposed to teaching composition.  Blau points out that the contemporary teaching of composition 
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is often process oriented, learner-centered and collaborative in contrast to the teaching of 
literature which focuses on the student parroting the received interpretation of the assigned 
literature (Blau, 2003, p. 3). Perhaps the difference results in part from the fact that the teaching 
of writing is a relative newcomer when compared to the teaching of literacy and its cousin 
literary analysis. 
Traditional mid-twentieth century literacy standards prescribed decoding/analytic literacy 
for everyone, as a replacement for recitation literacy, which did not require the ability to read 
new material (Myers, p.86).  The goal of analytic literacy was to give all students tools for 
analyzing the world and for attaining practical goals, including employment.  Three separate 
literacy tracks were implemented in American schools: general education, vocational school, and 
college preparatory. Though the ideas of John Dewey continued to be embraced by many 
educators in mid-twentieth century, Dewey's thinking did not play a significant role in 
implementing the new literacy standards (Myers, p. 85).   
An important characteristic of decoding/analytic literacy is the treatment of language as 
an object which could be broken into parts and analyzed (Myers, p. 89).  Thus, the "language" of 
language became an important focus of education. Language was considered an opaque object 
that may be analyzed into objective parts, separate and apart from the responses of readers and 
from the intentions of the author (Myers, p.89).  The emphasis on the cognitive aspects of 
reading left little room for consideration of affective reader responses. Indeed, proponents of the 
New Criticism, fashionable in mid-twentieth century intellectual circles, explicitly disregarded 
readers' feelings as an "affective fallacy" (Myers, p. 91). 
Contemporary literary standards have devalorized decoding/analytic literacy in favor of 
translation/critical literacy as the literacy of public policy (Myers, 1996, p. 121).  Whereas in 
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decoding /analytic literacy, one theoretically knows something by analyzing transparent 
language, in the new literacy standards, one knows something by using / observing language in 
situated events.  The new literacy standard has roots that go back to Dewey, who emphasized the 
experiential aspects of the learning event.  
Dewey's philosophy also had an important impact on Louise M. Rosenblatt, a renowned 
scholar in the field of education and literacy.  Acknowledging Dewey's contribution, Rosenblatt 
recalled, in a 1999 interview given at the University of Miami: "I did meet him (Dewey) and I 
ultimately became one of the early members of an organization called "The Conference on 
Methods in Philosophy and the Sciences" that he and other philosophers organized" (Rosenblatt, 
1999, p. 3).      
Rosenblatt's contribution to the field of literacy and education is extraordinary, spanning 
more than six decades.  Rosenblatt's book, Literature as Exploration, was first published in  
1938 and is now in its fifth edition (Rosenblatt, 1995).   At that time academics sometimes 
dubbed "new critics " espoused a close reading of the text and tended to search for "the one right 
reading" of a text.  The new critics disregarded the reader's individual response to the texts, 
sometimes terming such concern an "affective fallacy" (Rosenblatt, 1995, p. 290).   Rosenblatt 
challenged this thinking both with the 1938 publication of Literature as Exploration and with her 
work thereafter. 
A more recent book, The Reader, the Text, the Poem: The Transactional Theory of the 
Literary Work, further articulates what Rosenblatt dubs "the transactional model” of reading 
(Rosenblatt, 1994).  Rosenblatt (1978) famously argues: "A text, once it leaves the author's hands 
is simply paper and ink until the reader evokes from it a literary work  --sometimes, even a 
literary work of art"  (Rosenblatt, 1994, p. ix).  Rosenblatt firmly rejects conventional English 
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education verbiage such as "the reader interprets the text" and "the text produces a response in 
the reader."  She argues that these locutions separate the reader from the text and constitute a 
discourse that obfuscates reality (Rosenblatt, 1994, p.16). "The relation between the poem and 
the reader is not linear.  It is a situation, an event at a particular time and place in which each 
element conditions the other" (Rosenblatt, 1994, p.16).  Rosenblatt calls this process 
"transactional" a locution she borrowed from John Dewey and Arthur F. Bentley (Rosenblatt, 
1994, p. 16).  
Rosenblatt begins The Reader, the Text, the Poem with a brief literary history that 
illustrates the place of author, reader and text in the reading experiences of the past.  She asks the 
reader to imagine a darkened stage.  The author and the reader are sitting at a table and the text 
of a literary work lies on the table between them.   From time to time, a spotlight focuses on the 
author. At other times, the focus is on the text and very occasionally on the reader.     
Beginning with the classical era in the western tradition, the spotlight's focus was on the 
literary work, with little attention paid to author or reader. Toward the end of the eighteenth 
century, the heyday of superstar poets such as Wordsworth and Coleridge, the metaphoric 
spotlight shifted to the author to such an extent that the literary work might be viewed merely as 
a document in the author's biography (Rosenblatt, 1994, p. 2).  Rosenblatt argues that it was past 
time for the spotlight to focus on the reader. In Rosenblatt's view, the role of the reader in mid-
twentieth century literary circles was no more than an "invisible eavesdropper" (Rosenblatt, 
1994, p. 2).  In contrast, following Rosenblatt, the transaction between a reader and a poem, 
would produce the "poem as event" (Rosenblatt, 1994, p. 16). 
Contemporary literary standards, following the post-structuralists, reject the idea of 
language transparency that was popular in the early-to-mid twentieth century academic circles.  
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Moreover, contemporary literary standards hold that simply understanding the literal meanings 
of printed materials though necessary, is insufficient, a position that Rosenblatt shares. 
Rosenblatt divides reading events into two categories: (1) efferent (from "efferre," Latin 
for "carry away") reading in which the primary concern of the reader is what the reader will carry 
away from the reading experience, e. g., directions to the restaurant where you are meeting your 
friends for dinner; and (2) aesthetic reading in which the primary concern is what happens during 
the reading event.  In a transactional reading event, the reader will adopt predominantly either 
the stance of aesthetic reading or the stance of efferent reading (Rosenblatt, 1994, p. 25).  A 
Shakespearean sonnet can be read from the efferent stance if the reader is interested in counting 
metaphors or from the aesthetic stance if the sonnet is being read for pleasure.  Earlier in this 
paper, I discussed postmodernism's tendency to blur the distinction between classical and 
popular culture.  This supports Rosenblatt's view that it is impossible to discern in advance of the 
learning event whether a "text," e.g., a Campbell soup label, will be the subject of efferent or 
aesthetic reading. Rosenblatt argues that there is nothing in the text itself that inherently marks a  
text as a poem or a recipe, a position that is fully consonant with postmodernist thinking. 
Rosenblatt (1981) sheds light on what happens in the midst of a reading event. i.e., a 
coming together of a reader and a text: 
In a reading event, or reading act (with all that implies of a particular situation and time), 
a particular reader (with all that implies of past experience and present occupations) 
enters into a transaction with a particular text. A two-way or circular process must be 
postulated.  The text offers guidance and constraint, yet it is also open, requiring the 
reader's contribution. The reader must draw selectively on the resources of his own fund 
of experience and sensibility to derive verbal signals from the signs of the text and to give 
substance to those symbols, and he organizes them into a meaning that is seen as 
corresponding to the text (p. 19).  
 
Rosenblatt (1981) credits William James with providing her with formulations helpful to the 
analysis of the transactional reading event, particularly the give-and-take between the reader and 
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the text (p. 20).  James theorized that thought contains every form of consciousness, e.g., 
sensations, percepts, concepts, feeling of relations, and feelings of tendency (as cited in 
Rosenblatt, 1981, p. 20).  This insight is reflected in literary "stream of consciousness" 
exemplified famously by James Joyce's Ulysses.   
A further contribution of James to Rosenblatt is his theory of "selective attention." The 
brain is always choosing, always more interested in one part of the stream of consciousness than 
another (as cited in Rosenblatt, 1981, p. 20).  At an early point in the process of reading, the 
reader must decide, albeit on a tentative basis, whether the reading to be undertaken will 
incorporate an aesthetic stance or an efferent stance. If primarily efferent, the reader will be 
focused on what should remain as a residue after the reading event is over; if aesthetic, the reader 
will be focused on what he/she is living through during the reading event (Rosenblatt, 1981, p. 
22).  The character of the reading transaction is decided by the reader not by the characteristics 
of the text.  Rosenblatt (1981) cautions that the "aesthetic"  should not be equated to "affect " and  
"efferent" should not be equated to the "referential" (p. 22).  Cognition is always accompanied by 
affect.  A reading will be primarily efferent or  primarily aesthetic according to where it falls on 
the aesthetic/ efferent continuum (Rosenblatt, 1981, p. 22).    
Importantly, both Rosenblatt and Blau deplore any expectation that student readers can or 
should rely on authoritative sources as interpreters of the meaning of difficult texts. The goal is 
to enable students "to perform as autonomous, engaged readers of difficult literary texts at any 
level of education” (Blau, 2003, p. 210). Such literacy is not dependent on the teacher as “the 
one who knows.”  
Perhaps the most powerful strategy to bring the teacher, as fellow meaning-maker, to life 
in the classroom is cold reading, charmingly dubbed "pants-down reading" by South Coast 
48 
Writing Project and Literature Institute for Teachers (Blau, 2003, p. 22).  Together, the teacher 
and the students ponder, collaborate, opine, debate, and construct meaning from the text. A 
hallmark of cold reading is that it anticipates and embraces difficulty and struggle.  As John S.  
Mayher (1990) reminds us:  
The fact that texts are not transparent and don’t directly reveal their meaning, or even that 
their meaning is not fully determinate, should not be a source not of worry and concern, 
but of amazement and excitement.  It is what makes our language system so powerful: 
communicating thoughts, ideas, feelings, and perceptions without directly encoding them  
(p. 173).   
 
It is worth pondering how often we teachers make transparent the uncertainty and chaos that 
accompany our own learning. In cold reading, we can embrace "the willingness to live with 
uncertainty and to understand that learning does not fall neatly into categories, labels or 
sequences" (Vinz, 1996, p.126).  The challenge of cold reading can enable students and teacher 
to collaborate authentically in the construction of meaning. 
The cold reading model exemplifies the traits and actions of what Blau (2003) calls 
"performative literacy” (p. 210).  The goal of the participants is to approach the task with 
sustained and focused attention, exhibit the willingness to tolerate ambiguity, stick with the 
process when things are unclear, manifest the commitment to listen to others and maintain the 
willingness to analyze one's point of view and, perhaps, to change one's mind (Blau, 2003a, p. 
211). The insights of performative literacy as well as translation / critical literacy refute the 
assumption that there is a pool of knowledge out there just waiting for the teacher to dip into and 
pass out to the class. 
The inevitable hurdle that presents itself is the fact that cold reading and the performative 
literacy necessary for such an exercise calls for risk taking on the part of both teacher and 
students.  From the teacher's perspective, the risk is obvious (hence, the evocative "pants-down" 
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name).  Few English majors have avoided the unwelcome experience of reading a text for the 
first time and coming up totally blank. It is risky to hazard such a moment in front of the class. 
 From the student's perspective, the assignment is also fraught with the inherent risks of 
collaborative work and the fear that one's views or competence will be disrespected.  Lurking in 
the background is the dreaded judgment: "That is not it at all.  That is not what I meant at all" 
(Eliot, 1941, p. 1171). One of the main jobs of a teacher is to combat the fear of such judgment. 
We learn from our mistakes, our misconceptions, our struggles. We do not have to always get it 
“right.” 
In fact the image of teacher as struggling and imperfect may be a thing to be celebrated 
not avoided. Teach for America evaluated what qualities or factors correlated with teacher 
"excellence" and found, surprisingly, that the highest correlation attached to "perseverance" 
which out-ranked self-awareness, Ivy League school education, and experience with 
disadvantaged communities (Ripley, 2010, p.10).  Another interesting correlation was that 
teachers whose last two years of college grades showed improvement over the first two years 
disproportionately achieved teacher "excellence" (Ripley, 2010, p.10).  Even though the method 
of defining "excellence,” i.e., improved student test scores, may be imperfect, the results of the 
study are nonetheless intriguing.  The findings suggest that teachers who have personally 
struggled with difficulty may become exceptionally effective teachers.  
What are the characteristics of a classroom that encourages such risk-taking? John S. 
Mayher (1990) asserts that fundamental changes are needed if schools are to succeed in fulfilling 
their educational mission in contemporary society (p. 1).  Mayher (1990) argues that what he 
terms "educational common sense" -- conventional assignments, teacher corrections, grading, 
and reverence for canonical texts -- must be challenged.  Mayher acknowledges that even with 
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the best of intentions, efforts to change traditional classroom dynamics meet significant 
obstacles.  "While teachers can serve as real readers, and one of the goals of the uncommonsense 
classroom is to create a context where that is more likely to happen, the teacher’s additional roles 
as expert and grader make that a difficult situation to achieve” (Mayher, 1990, p. 236). The 
participating teachers in the study all are teachers in a public school where grades are a fact of 
life.  How do teachers reconcile the "self" of the powerful grade-giver with the "self" of the 
fellow learner, the fellow writer, the fellow reader?   These are questions that will be explored in 
the chapters to come. 
 National Writing Project: “When Teachers Write . . .”  
The National Writing Project (NWP), founded in 1974, is a network of sites anchored at 
colleges and universities that offers a wide array of resources to educators, e.g., copies of helpful 
articles, bibliographies and opportunities for teacher development.  According to its mission 
statement, the NWP "focuses on the knowledge, expertise and leadership of our nation's 
educators on sustained efforts to improve writing and learning for all students.”  I, personally, 
along with one of my participants, Nia, have attended NWP programs.  At the center of the 
discourse of NWP is the understanding that teachers should position themselves as fellow 
writers.  T. Gillespie (1985) espouses the power of teacher as writer:    
When teachers write, we provide a positive model for our students. Our example says we 
value writing and find it useful, more so than when we sit and correct papers while the 
students write.  
When teachers write, we give ourselves a chance to test our own writing assignments. I 
never understood why students didn't seem to enjoy more wholeheartedly my "Imagine 
You're a Hypnotist" topic—until I tried it myself. 
When teachers write, we help demystify the act of writing. Students often think that 
experienced writers find writing easy or have some magic ability to "get it right the first 
time." If we share our projects or write in front of our students, they can see what a 
sloppy, difficult act writing is for all writers. 
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When teachers write, we learn empathy for our students. Writing can be a struggle, and 
this fact is easy to forget if we don't wrestle regularly with it ourselves.  I worked once 
with a teacher who thought this a poor reason, saying, "I don't need to break my arm to 
sympathize with a student who has a cast." I find this resistance understandable, since 
writing can seem at times like breaking an arm (p.1).  
 
I am interested in the ways in which my teacher participants position themselves as fellow 
writers (if indeed, they position themselves as writers at all).  What gifts, problems, and 
questions arise when teachers write?  
Case Study Literature: The Stories of Educators in the Classroom 
 
My Literature Review now turns to a few key examples of qualitative research, research 
that lives and breathes with real educators (or educators in training) and the construction of their 
identities.     
In The Social Fashioning of Teacher Identities, Monica Miller Marsh (2003) engages in a 
case study analysis of two early childhood teachers in the midst of their first year of teaching.  
Marsh takes the dialogic approach (as articulated by Mikhail Bakhtin) in considering teacher 
identities, emphasizing that all identities are heavily influenced by societal factors.  A teacher 
identity is formed by an ongoing dialogue with her personal history, with present conditions, and 
with social and political forces. Of primary importance in my study is the participants’ 
examination of their personal educational experiences and how these experiences connect to their 
teaching lives.  Marsh highlights the importance of this kind of reflection for teachers:  
As teacher educators, we also need to provide prospective teachers with opportunities to 
examine their own personal biographies in order to scrutinize how discourses of race, 
class, gender, religion, and sexuality have shaped and continue to shape their experiences 
and structure their world views . . .Such biographical work provides opportunities for 
prospective teachers to examine consciously how particular ideologies have worked in 
their own lives to define their past, present, and future identities (Marsh, 2003, p. 155). 
 
I argue that reflective engagement in personal biography should not be a singular experience and 
should not be designated for the prospective teacher only.  Reflection on personal biography 
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should be a life-long process for all of us.  Dialogic analysis is an important tool in considering 
the multiple identities of the participating teachers.  
Talonda Michelle Lipsey (2013) engaged in a case study of four teachers through the lens 
of Critical Race Theory.  The central question posed: “How do teachers’ identities and 
ideologies, as demonstrated by their values, beliefs, and perceptions, influence their decisions to 
remain in or leave urban and suburban classrooms?” (p. ii).  Lipsey notes that  “a critical 
examination of one’s identity and ideologies is crucial in understanding the ways in which 
identity informs ideology – which subsequently informs a teacher’s practice – which 
consequently, informs student achievement”(Lipsey, 2013, p. 14).  Through a critical 
engagement of personal identity and ideologies, teachers can work to become more reflective 
educators, having a profound impact on student performance and student engagement.  
In Teacher Identity Discourses: Negotiating Personal and Professional Spaces (2006), 
Janet Alsup engages in a qualitative study that focuses on six pre-service English teachers and 
their construction of identities, especially the ways in which they negotiate the identity of 
professional teacher.  Alsup notes:  
The students in the study told many experiential stories of teaching and learning that 
began to connect past and present academic experiences.  Telling the stories allowed 
some amount of reflection on these experiences and how they might affect their 
developing teaching lives and future pedagogical decisions (p. 87).   
 
Constructing stories and personal narratives was a key mode of reflection for my participants as 
well.  Looking back on moments from their lives as students, as writers, as readers, as teachers, 
as daughters, as living works in progress – this all allowed a way in which to consider the 
formation of a teaching life, its promises and its limitations.  
James Paul Gee: What Kind of Person Are You?  
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 James Paul Gee (2000) observes that "identity" can be an important analytic tool for 
understanding the dynamic social world of the classroom. Gee argues that much may be gained 
from a focus on the contextually specific ways in which people  -- including classroom 
participants -- act out and realize identities in the context of their social environment that move 
beyond race, gender, and class.  
 Acknowledging that "identity" has taken on multiple and complex meanings in academic 
literature, Gee (2000) defines "identity" simply as "being recognized as a 'certain kind of person' 
in a given context" (p. 99).  Gee (2000) proposes the following ways to view identity:  
1) Nature-Identity -- an identity attributed to the power of nature, beyond the 
individual's control, such as being an identical twin.  
 
2) Institution-Identity -- an identity attributed to the power of an institution, such as 
being a professor at a university (a calling) or a prisoner (an imposition).   
 
3) Discursive-Identity – an identity formed by discourse with others, such as being a wit 
or a grouch. 
 
4) Affinity-Identity – an identity formed by a shared interest, such as being a member of 
a book club (p. 100).  
 
These identities are not discrete concepts; rather, they are different ways to look at how identities 
are formed and sustained in the social world. Importantly, multiple identities may co-exist in a 
given person in a given context. Contexts are never static, and "kinds of personhood" are fluid as 
well.  An absolutely essential component of any identity is recognition by others.  Following 
Gee, you are not a twin, a professor, a wit or a Republican unless others recognize you as such.  
Both Institutional-Identities and Discursive-Identities may be viewed on a continuum 
between an achievement and an ascription.  For example, considering a Discourse-Identity of  
"wit," the individual might be a person whose has consciously chosen to cultivate her identity as 
a wit and may be said to have achieved the identity or she may be unconscious of the process and 
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the personhood of "wit" may simply be ascribed to her. In either case, however, the identity is  
formed by discourse and dependent on recognition by others.   
Turning to Institutional-Identities, a student labeled with special needs may consider her 
status an achievement or an ascription depending on her point of view.  She may be pleased that 
she has appropriate academic accommodations to meet her needs or unhappy at being designated 
as a student with special needs.  Turning to Affinity-Identities, it would seem that these would 
always be achievement-related identities, but Gee (2000) points out that workers may be 
pressured by their employer to participate in an affinity group, in which case the Affinity-
Identity would be viewed as an ascription (p. 106).  
Gee emphasizes that one cannot have an identity of any sort without the continuing 
recognition of that identity in the social world.  The Columbia University professor may initially 
obtain her status as professor from the institution, but if no students recognize the professor as  
professor, things will fall apart at the campus, and the Institutional Identity of professor will 
eventually fail.  
Gee affords a multiplicity of ways to look at identity beyond the conventional and 
primary labels of gender, race, and class.  His approach is another way of viewing the 
complexities of personhood.    
Concluding this Moment and Readying for the Next Destination  
 I have expressed here a taste of each of the scholars that together have made up the long, 
fruitful hours of research and reading.  These are the people with whom I had a dinner party.  
With my stomach full and ready, I head to the next challenge.  Up next is the roadmap for my 
journey, the Methodology Chapter.  With the voices of these researchers and writers in my head, 
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I held tight to the map but also let myself get lost in the work.   Let us now look at some methods 








 CAPTURING TEACHERS' STORIES  
 
  
A Case Study with a Butlerian Perspective 
   
The first goal of this study seeks to capture and reflect on the stories of four participating 
teachers.  Of fundamental importance in the explorations of this study is the reflection of the 
teacher.  How does she see herself in relationship to the myriad roles that she assumes in the 
classroom? What is the thinking of the teacher as she performs these roles?  How does she view 
the agency, which may or may not be available to her? 
 Qualitative research, such as this study, that looks closely at the subjectivities of study 
participants is sometimes faulted on the grounds that researchers privilege "voice" by 
considering it "present, stable, authentic, and self-reflective" (Jackson & Mazzei, 2009, p. 1).   
Such privileging assumes a concept of self that is at odds with the thinking of post-structuralists, 
including Judith Butler (although she eschews the post-structuralist label).  Of course, a narrative 
does not tell the whole story nor a "true" story (indeed, is there such a concept where language is 
concerned?), but the narrative of a teacher's life is nonetheless, in my opinion, valuable to look at 
and reflect on.  "When we understand the processes by which a life or small town or classroom 
takes on its particular character, we understand something of value" (Peshkin, 1993, p. 24). I 
argue that post-structuralist thinking need not be anathema to case study research, seeing instead 
the possibility of multiple tools of analysis. 
 The second goal of this study relates to the desire to view the subjectivities of these 
teachers through the lens of Judith Butler's theory of performativity.  In Chapter 4, I employ the 
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first mode of data analysis by engaging in analysis of the stories and perceptions of the teachers.  
In Chapter 5, the second mode of data analysis considers the ways in which these teacher stories 
and perceptions connect to a Butlerian lens.  My intention is take Butler's theory of subject 
formation, "plug in" the data [to use a locution favored by Jackson and Mazzei] (2012, p. vi) and 
reflect on the results.  Here are some of the questions that emerged from such a “plug in:” To 
what extent do the teachers through reiterative acts constitute normative identities?  What role 
might the subject's ever-present but limited "agency," as articulated by Butler, play in the 
formation or the de-stabilization of these identities?  Butler's theory of subjectification, which 
will be discussed in Chapter 5, is built on "interpellation," that is a "hailing" that is directed to a 
potential subject to call the individual into subjection. What examples of interpellation emerge 
from the data?  How are the teachers "hailed" to carry out normative roles?   
 My overall goal is to look at and understand the complexity of the teacher in the 
classroom, the multiple selves that arise, contend, and collide.  I argue that the exploration of the 
teachers' stories in Chapter 4 and the Butlerian analysis in Chapter 5 are useful in understanding 
the multiplicity and complexity of teaching lives.  The goal of looking at teacher narratives 
through these two primary lenses can be approached through the following guiding research 
questions:  
 How do English teachers in the Cooperative School name, describe, and reflect on the 
various roles that they assume in the classroom?  
 
 How do English teachers in the Cooperative School regard the relationship between their 
personal stories / histories / life experiences and the roles they take on within the 
classroom?  
 
  In what ways, if any, does Judith Butler's lens of performativity provide a useful lens 
through which to view the roles that English teachers embody in the Cooperative School 
classrooms? 
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The research questions stated above seek to probe how teachers understand and approach their 
roles in the classroom. These questions comport with the thinking of Janesick (2000): "The 
qualitative researcher studies a social setting to understand the meaning of participants' lives in 
the participants' own terms" (p. 382).  How does the teacher come to assume the roles she takes 
on in the classroom?  How does she make sense of herself, as, for example, teacher-expert or 
teacher-guide or teacher-boss? What conflicts emerge? How does she view her history? How 
does her history affect the roles she takes on in the classroom?  The research questions are 
purposefully open-ended.  The goal is to elicit data that will relate to a multiplicity of analytic 
explorations.  
 Though these research questions served as my guideposts, I always tried to remind 
myself that I could never foresee where this research journey might take me. As a teacher-
researcher, I have to understand that just as we, as teachers, are “living works in progress,” so, 
too, this research was a living work in progress.  "Basically the qualitative researcher as designer 
of the research project will be making decisions at all stages of the project" (Janesick, 2000, p. 
388).  Throughout the process, I was excited by the journey and profoundly curious as to where 
the participating teachers might further lead me.  Ultimately, my research study considers 
exploration and self-reflection as related to teacher identities both from the perspectives of the 
teachers' own consciousness and from the perspective of a Butlerian reading.   
Stories Over Numbers: Qualitative Study Research 
 
 Qualitative research is often regarded as the stepchild of quantitative research.  Edward 
Thorndike opines: "Whatever exists at all, exists in some amount. To know it thoroughly 
involves knowing its quantity as well as its quality" (as cited in Lankshear & Knoble, 2004, 
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p.63).  A literal reading of Thorndike's comment would seem to leave no seat at all at the 
academic table for the qualitative researcher. 
 Proponents of qualitative research have fought back: 
I am always amazed at the resistance to qualitative research by fellow professors who 
manage only to ask the child's question, "How many?" . . . rather than really think as 
qualitative researchers and ask solid, meaningful, textured questions (Janesick, 2000, p. 
391). 
 
If, however, Wikipedia can be used as a barometer of public attitudes, qualitative research 
continues to be disregarded:  
In the conventional view, qualitative methods produce information only on the particular 
cases studied, and any more general conclusions are only propositions (informed 
assertions.) Quantitative methods can then be used to seek empirical support for such 
research hypotheses (Wikipedia, 2016). 
  
Thus, Wikipedia reduces qualitative research to the job of playing warm-up act to the star turn of 
quantitative research.  In fact, the difference between quantitative and qualitative research is 
fundamental: 
Qualitative and quantitative methods are not simply different ways of doing the same 
thing. Instead, they have different strengths and logics, and are often best used to address 
different kinds of questions and goals (Maxwell & Loomis, (2002), as cited in Maxwell, 
2005, p. 22).    
 
Maxwell (2013) articulates the difference between quantitative and qualitative methodology as 
the difference between variance theory and process theory (p. 29).  Quantitative researchers tend 
to see the world in terms of variables and look for statistical relationships to explain 
phenomenon; qualitative researchers, in contrast, incorporate a process orientation to the world, 
focusing on events as they occur in real-life contexts (Maxwell, 2013, p.29).  Lankshear and 
Knoble (2004) similarly summarize the difference between the two approaches:   
 
Whereas quantitative research is strongly concerned with identifying causal, correlative 
or other kinds of close associations, between events, processes and consequences 
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occurring in the mental and social lives of humans, qualitative research is centrally 
concerned with how people experience, understand, interpret and participate in their 
social and cultural worlds (p. 68).  
 
Ground Rules for Qualitative Study 
 
I am interested in uncovering the rich, explanatory, and exploratory data that qualitative 
research has the power to reveal.  Here are the ground rules for my study, as articulated by 
Creswell (1998):  
Qualitative inquiry is for the researcher who is willing to do the following:  
 
  Commit to extensive time in the field. The investigator spends many hours in the 
field, collects extensive data and labors over field issues.   
 
  Engage in the complex, time-consuming process of data analysis -- the ambitious 
task of sorting through large amounts of data and reducing them to a few themes or 
categories.  
 
  Write long passages, because the evidence must substantiate claims and the writer 
needs to show multiple perspectives.  
 
  Participate in a form of social and human science research that does not have firm 
guidelines or specific procedures and is evolving and constantly changing (p. 16).   
 
Creswell was indeed my guide as I kept these ground rules at the forefront of my mind. 
 
 
Case Study Research and Its Pitfalls: In Search of the "How" and the "Why" 
 Under the umbrella of qualitative research, there were choices to be made.  I chose case 
study research as the vehicle to explore the research questions posed by the study.  Yin (2009) 
defines "case study" as "an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in 
depth and within its real life context, especially when the boundaries of phenomenon and context 
are not clearly evident" (p. 18). This definition both allows for the complex interrelationship 
between teaching and social context and encompasses the "real life" inquiry that this single-site-
based study intends to pursue. Yin (2009) goes on to say, succinctly that the case study method is 
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most likely to be appropriate for "how" and "why" questions" (p. 27). The search for the "how" 
and the "why" fully comports with the study's goals.  I was deeply eager to see how the 
participants would address, reflect upon, and live with the questions of the study.   
Backster and Jack (2008) point to a potential problem embedded in case study research:  
One of the common pitfalls associated with case study is that there is a tendency for 
researchers to attempt to answer a question that is too broad or a topic that has too many 
objectives for one study . . . Binding the case will ensure that your study remains 
reasonable in scope (Baxter & Jack, 2008, p. 546).  
 
I thought long and hard about this caution.  One of the reasons that I decided to ground my case 
study in a single school setting (the Cooperative School) is that it gives me the opportunity to go 
deep into a single context, dive into a single pool and swim deep and long in the water rather 
than simply putting my toe in and testing the water in multiple school settings.  Often, when 
there are multiple cases in a case study, there is a significant need for explanation of the different 
contexts.  In the case of my study, the research is grounded in a specific school; this way, the 
research can go deep into a single setting and see the multiple perspectives that emerge from a 
single context. 
Admittedly, my research questions can be viewed as broad and open-ended, but only 
within the context of each participating teacher's understanding of her life in the classroom.    
The design of the study was irrevocably bound by a number of factors, including time (a 
semester, 20 weeks), place (the Cooperative School), and context (the English teacher in the 
English classroom).  I am hopeful that open-ended and evocative research questions in a study 
firmly bound in time and space will permit an analysis that is rich in exploration as well as 
reasonable in its scope.    
My study like all qualitative research, including case study research, emphasizes an 
understanding of the particular social contexts in which the participants act (Maxwell, 2005, p. 
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22).  The Cooperative School is home base for all study participants and for me as well.  
Together, the study provides an unusual opportunity for teachers to reflect on their teacher 
identities in the context of their single living school community.  The presence of fellow-teacher 
colleagues may add particular interest and depth to joint interviews and focus group / community 
learning site discussions.    
Although there are advantages to my choice of a single-site case study, it is important to 
note the limitations of my sampling, especially as they connect to the unrepresentativeness of my 
sampling method.  As a single school community setting, the Cooperative School is 
representative only of itself. There is no representative sampling to consider.  Further, every 
participant is a white woman.  This pains me: I wish there were more diversity in my sample.  
Yet, it also speaks to a painful reality which is that teachers are disproportionately white 
throughout the country.  Though the majority of students in the United States are non-white, 
according to government estimates, more than 80 percent of teachers are white (Rich, 2015, p. 
1).  “In New York City, where more than 85 percent of the students are racial minorities, 60 
percent of the teachers are white” (Rich, 2015, p.2).  The Cooperative High School English 
department is comprised of four white females (three study participants and myself).  The fourth 
study participant is a Cooperative Middle School English teacher.  In the Cooperative Middle 
School, the curriculum is made up of Humanities courses rather than separate English and 
History courses.  The Humanities department is comprised of nine teachers.  Of these nine 
teachers, there are two males and one person (a male) of color.     
Maxwell (2013) aptly describes the mode of sampling that is applicable to my study: 
[One] goal can be to select groups or participants with whom you can establish the most 
productive relationships, ones that will best enable you to answer your research 
questions. . .This is often seen as convenience sampling, but it is, in fact, a form of 
purposeful selection, one that is widely used but rarely discussed explicitly.  It is 
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purposeful because it is intended to provide the best data for your study, although the 
potential un-representativeness of the participants needs to be addressed. . . . For 
example, in studying teachers’ (or other practitioners’) knowledge and practices, you are 
far more likely to develop good relationships with exemplary teachers, who not only are 
unlikely to be defensive about discussing their teaching but may be eager to share what 
they do, than with less proficient teachers who may justifiably be concerned about 
revealing their inadequacies (p. 99). 
 
Indeed, although my sampling is “convenient,” it is also purposeful.  The participants in my 
study are highly regarded, exemplary teachers who are eager to reflect on teacher practice.  
These are the kind of participants that are best able to address my research questions by 
articulating the roles of teacher and describing how these roles are alive in their classrooms. The 
single school community is not only convenient but also provides a shared context and a possible 
comfort level for the participants to explore and engage with the material. As a full-time teacher 
myself, it would have been difficult for me to observe teachers at various other schools outside 
of my own.  This supports the convenience aspect of the sampling.  However, I argue that it is 
also an advantage to my study that I am a real and practicing teacher.  The participants know that 
I am one of them, a fellow teacher, working at the same school, and engaged in the struggle of 
composing a teaching life of my own. 
Another advantage of the single-school sample surfaces in the context of Butlerian 
analysis. Power disclosures play an essential role in the formation of normative identities.  One 
relevant power discourse involves the ideology of the participating school.  The Cooperative 
School, for example, espouses student-centeredness.  A different school might have a different 
ideology that would give rise to different power discourses.  Inevitably different pressures would 
affect teachers at the various schools, complexifying the analysis of data.  In my view, the single-
school setting simplifies the social milieu under examination and offers significant advantages in 
exploring the data generated by my study.  
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How I Will Keep on Guard 
Trustworthiness is the concept that best matches my paradigm, as I work through the 
struggle every researcher has to improve and defend her work.  I argue that the following are 
strengths of my research, which will not be obviated by the limitations of the study.  
 
1.          Intensive, long-term involvement. 
 
  “Becker and Geer (1957) claimed that long-term participant observation provides 
more complete data about specific situations and events than any other method” (as cited 
in Maxwell (2005), p. 110).  I am a colleague, a fellow teacher at the Cooperative School; 
I am not an outsider but rather a member of the community – my involvement is 
intensive, close, and long-term, as I have been a fellow teacher and member of the school 
community over the course of eleven years and continued to be one as I collected data 
and heard the participants’ reflections and stories.  The conversations with the teachers 
and my observations of their classrooms might have been deeply affected by this 
relationship, but I argue that my role as an observer/participant also made a contribution 
to the study.  Many of the participants remarked that I was “one of them.”  As a fellow 
teacher at the Cooperative School and as a friend, I am not an outsider.  A study in which, 
for example, a researcher gives questionnaires to a hundred teachers and asks questions 
on teacher identities avoids these issues, but I argue that my research provides the 
opportunity to connect with and observe teachers in a real-world setting -- with all of the 





  2.        Recognition of the limitations of the study   
 I am aware of the limitations of the study and am adamant about recognizing 
these limitations when analyzing and presenting the findings of the study.  The 
limitations include the aforementioned limitations of case study research and convenience 
sampling.  In addition, being a friend and colleague of the participants raises issues that 
should be acknowledged and addressed.  I am part of the social world of the teacher 
participants -- both as their colleague and as a questioner / researcher.  I must be ever 
mindful of potential bias and failures of objectivity.   
 I argue, however, that the problem must be viewed in context.  Dickson (1996), 
for example, points to the broad contemporary challenges to the whole notion of 
objectivity.   
Feminist and postmodern perspectives have challenged the paradigm of a 
detached and objective researcher and have sought more collaborative and 
equitable relationships between researchers and their participants (p.15).  
 
Indeed, I believe that there is no purely objective researcher.  Each one of us is steeped in 
our personal subjectivities and biases.  Working with my colleagues and friends was not 
always easy, but I worked hard to remain mindful of my biases -- particularly, my deep 
regard for the teacher participants. I remained aware of the limitations of the study, 
conscious of my own subjectivity and mindful of these challenges as I collected, 
analyzed, and wrote up the data collection.  
    3.          Iterative questioning in interviews:  
 
 While conducting interviews and focus groups, I had of course, prepared 
questions at hand, but I was prepared (and expecting) to alter the course of the journey to 
fit with the real-world context of what was happening in the moment.  During my pilot 
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study, I believe that I improved my technique with experience. I refined my questions 
based upon my conversations with the participants.  This iterative questioning enabled 
me to learn from the participants.  Their responses encouraged new and different lines of 
thought and questions. My close relationship with the participants was an enormous asset 
in our conversations.  I know the participants, their personalities, their interests, and the 
rhythms of their speech.  This knowledge greatly enhanced communication and 
strengthened my iterative questioning in interviews and focus groups.   
 
               4.           “Rich” Data: 
  
 Through long-term involvement, observations, and intensive interviews and focus 
groups / learning community sites, I believe I uncovered a rich and layered picture of the 
participant teachers in the classroom.  I worked with full transcripts of interviews and 
focus groups and also prepared detailed field notes as suggested by Maxwell (2005, p. 
110).   
 
Research Site and Participants: Where the Roots of the Tree Lie . . . 
 
 I describe here where I planted the tree of my research study.  The soil was ready and 
fertile. I was eager to see the tree come alive, with roots and branches breaking forth and 
bursting in ways that I am sure that I could not imagine when I began.  
 I am grounding my research in a case study at the Cooperative High School and the 
Cooperative Middle School. I have been a teacher at Cooperative High School for eleven years. 
Along with my role as English teacher, I have had other responsibilities in the school over the 
years, including English Department Head, club advisor for the Gay Straight Alliance, and co-
director of the Peer Leadership Program.  
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The four study participants and I have shared different modes of collaboration during my 
tenure at the Cooperative High School. I know them to be educators who are ready, willing, 
indeed eager to explore and question teacher roles and how they become manifest in the lived 
classroom.  The mixture of voices contributing to this study adds texture to the analysis. There is 
a teacher participant in the midst of her first full year of teaching.  Another is licensed in special 
education, as well as English.  There are two teacher participants who have taught for over 
fifteen years.  The participants are all hardworking and reflective educators, but they do not 
agree on many issues.  Hearing the stories and points of view of educators in the midst of 
practice can help us understand the complexity of a teaching life --a life that is multi-dimensional 
and far richer than popular culture would suggest.   
Here is a brief description of each participant.  More details will come in Chapter 4.     
Nia 
 One participant in the study, Nia (all names of study participants are pseudonyms), is a 
woman in her forties who teaches 8
th
 grade Humanities at Cooperative Middle School. Nia has 
been teaching at Cooperative Middle School for fifteen years.  She has a background in dance 
and originally moved to New York City to become a dancer.  Nia received her Master's Degree 
in English Education from a university in New York City.  Nia is the club advisor for the Black 
Alliance Club at Cooperative Middle School.  She is interested in pursuing doctoral work in the 
area of English Education.  Nia has been a participant in the National Writing Project’s summer 
program, where teacher-participants engage in extensive writing, professional development, and 
best teacher practice presentations and reflection. I began a collaboration with Nia ten years ago 
when the two of us were the teacher-leaders of the Cooperative School Peer Advisory Leadership 
Program. This program (which has since been discontinued) worked with a group of sixteen 11th 
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and 12th grade students who applied to be Peer Leaders for the 7th grade class at the Cooperative 
School.  During the years running the program, Nia and I formed a bond. At the forefront of 
Nia’s work both in the Peer Advisory Program and her English teaching life is social-emotional 
learning. She sees her students as whole beings and desires the students to see her as a whole 
being as well.  Nia’s thoughts on the roles that teachers take on in the classroom are rich and 
layered, while she continues to learn and engage in the act of becoming.  
Isabel 
 Another participant, Isabel, is a woman in her fifties, who has been teaching at 
Cooperative School for 22 years. Isabel has taught many disciplines over her tenure at 
Cooperative School, including Science, History, and English.  In the past, Isabel has also served 
as assistant principal at Cooperative High School.  Isabel teaches an 11
th
 grade Advanced 
Placement: Language and Composition course; she also serves as testing coordinator and school 
club liaison at Cooperative High School.  Isabel is particularly interested in political activism, 
especially as it relates to environmental issues. Isabel and I have worked together closely over 
the years as fellow high school English teachers. She is an educator who fully embraces student-
centeredness. When you walk into her classroom, you see students on computers typing and  
work-shopping with each other, with Isabel sitting with students, living among them. Isabel has 
been forthcoming and honest about her struggles in creating and maintaining a student -centered 
classroom in a school that maintains traditional structures such as numeric grading.  I was 
excited to set out on this journey with Isabel-- to learn, to see the ways in which she lives, 





Sally is a 24-year-old woman who was in the midst of her first year teaching at the 
Cooperative High School, when data collection began. She teaches 9
th
 grade English.  Sally was 
a valuable and rich voice in this study.  She is smart, questioning, open, and eager.  In the very 
beginning stages of constructing a teaching life, Sally’s voice was fresh, thoughtful, and in 
beautiful juxtaposition to a participant like Isabel who has been teaching for over twenty years.   
Diana 
 Diana is a woman in her thirties who was in the midst of her sixth year teaching when I 
collected data.  Diana, the 10
th
 grade English teacher, is a licensed special educator as well as 
English teacher.  She is also a published writer.  Diana brought a multiplicity of important and 
rich perspectives to the study.   
The Cooperative School 
  
These four participant-teachers represent a sampling drawn from the Cooperative School 
community.  The Cooperative High School English Department consists of four English 
teachers, including myself.  Thus, the entire Cooperative High School English department 
participated, one way or another, in the study. One of the study participants was from 
Cooperative Middle School.  The Cooperative School has an ICT (Integrated Collaborative 
Teaching) model that is applicable to most English classes at the Cooperative School whereby 
classes are co-taught by an English content teacher and a special educator. For the purposes of 
my study, I narrowed my participants to English content teachers.  
 I want to share a bit more about the context of the Cooperative School community. The 
Cooperative School is one whose philosophy supports enhancing teacher practice through 
reflection.  The principal of Cooperative High School, Caroline (a pseudonym), articulates the 
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vision of a Social Emotional Learning (SEL) school, a place in which educators and school 
leaders care for the emotional lives of students, along with their intellectual lives. Over the last 
two years, Caroline has instituted a SEL  Charter for students and faculty at the Cooperative 
School. Students participated in the creation of the student SEL charter, and faculty participated 
in creating the faculty SEL charter. Both charters focused on articulating the ways in which we 
want to feel and be at the Cooperative School. In its first incarnation, there were two charters: 
one for students and one for faculty.  In the second incarnation, the two charters merged into a 
single charter for the entire Cooperative High School, faculty and students.  Here is a recent 
excerpt from an email Caroline sent to the faculty:  
This week our school-wide SEL Charter focus is ENERGIZED.  What may each of us do 
to stay energized?  Of course it’s important to get enough rest, to eat well, to stay 
hydrated—this we know having focused on BALANCE.  Exercise helps—it gives us a 
lift in body and spirit! As our charter suggests, the simple daily move of making eye 
contact and smiling when we pass or meet one another can be like a burst of energy 
exchanged.  We are all always CONNECTED, and ENERGY flows through the system: 
through the organism that is our [Cooperative School].  We derive positive energy from 
engaging in acts of kindness and generosity.  We create positive energy as we pursue our 
passions and engage meaningfully in our studies.  We generate positive energy when we 
express ourselves in whatever medium makes sense in the moment.  We derive positive 
energy from sharing our stories—from listening to each other and feeling a light go on 
inside as we absorb something new. 
 
Along with a social-emotional learning focus, the Cooperative School, under Caroline's 
leadership, encourages teacher inquiry, reflection, collaboration and student-centered learning 
contexts, rather than lecture-style contexts.   
Vehicles for Exploring Teacher Roles  
  A major focus of inquiry considers the ways in which the reading and writing 
histories/identities of the teachers become manifest in the classroom.  How do these 
histories/identities inform curriculum, teaching methods, and classroom dynamics?  An 
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important thrust of the inquiry is the perception of each teachers as it relates to her place in the 
classroom.  Which roles does she accept?  Which roles does she reject?  On which roles does she 
remain ambivalent?  
 Vehicles for exploration of these roles include writing with students, reading with 
students, meaning-making with students, and teacher self-disclosure. The focus of interviews 
was purposefully broad and could adjust to issues that arose as the participating teachers 
experimented, explored, and reflected.  A wide variety of ideas was available to the participating 
teachers to aid in their explorations.  These ideas were generated by the teachers' own reflections, 
by discussion in focus groups/learning community sites and by shared reading.   
 Teachers for example, joined with students in exercises such as "cold reading" (Blau, 
2003a, p. 22) in which teachers and students together read unfamiliar material and tried to make 
sense of the text together.  Teachers explored the identity of teacher as fellow-writer by giving 
students examples of their own writing in various formats, in a workshop setting or otherwise.  
Another topic for reflection was the concept of teacher as professional. For example, to what 
extent do teachers disclose their personhood to students, by sharing their out-of-school interests 
or their tastes in popular culture?   Various instances of teacher self-disclosure, some that might 
be considered highly personal, provided another topic for reflection.  A related question is how a 
show of teacher vulnerability might affect the class, as perceived by the teacher?   
 Another important focus for exploration concerns the ways in which the teacher might 
make manifest her identity as a learner to her students.  An Inquiry assignment in which students 
work for an extended period researching and writing about a special area of particular interest to 
the student might turn the tables.  The teacher might, in such a context, convey the identity of 
"learner" as the teacher gains knowledge through the expertise of the student who assumes the 
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role of expert.  A broader subject for exploration is the extent to which the participating teacher 
strives to replace the traditional teacher-centeredness of the classroom with the learner-
centeredness championed by John Dewey (1938) more than a century ago and currently 
espoused as a pedagogic goal of the Cooperative School.  
Roadmaps for the Journey: Scheduling the Course, Collecting and Analyzing Data 
 
 With roadmaps for my journey in hand, I checked the train schedule, looked at my maps 
over and over, I peered at calendars and marked them up with red pens, filling boxes with dates 
marked on them but careful not to over-mark the days, to leave space and time for questions, for 
interruptions, for new destinations uncharted and unknown.      
 My plan was to collect data through a series of interviews and "focus groups" comprised 
of participating teachers and myself.  The focus groups actually serve as learning community 
sites, where participants read, study, and discuss together their roles in the classroom. This paper 
refers to these meetings as focus group/learning community sites.  I also conducted a series of 
observations of these teachers in the classroom.  I recorded field notes from these observations 
and engaged in analysis of relevant teacher artifacts.  
 The study took place during the 2015 fall semester of the Cooperative School calendar 
(September through January, roughly 20 weeks). I planned to make contact with the participants 
a minimum of every other week.  In substance, this goal was realized.  However, I had to be 
flexible with the exact timing.  The planned contact with the participants was through interviews, 
focus groups/learning community sites, and class observations. I engaged in a minimum of three 
class observations of each teacher.  In the interviews that occurred post-observation, participants 
had the opportunity to reflect on teaching practices and the ways in which various teacher roles 
were made manifest or remained silent in the lived English classroom. Importantly, teachers 
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sometimes provided me with artifacts, mementos of the teacher's journey as they lived it.  
Embedded in my analyses were analyses of these lived and real artifacts, providing me with 
ample space to reflect and explore.  The planned schedule for data collection, entitled "Charting 
the Plan for Data Collection," is attached as Appendix B.  Again, this was the roadmap that had 
to be tweaked to fit my participants’ needs.  
Interviews 
 
 At the heart of this study is teacher perception -- how do the participants story and 
perceive the roles they take on as teachers within the classroom?  My approach to  interviewing 
comports with the thinking of H. J. Rubin and I. S. Rubin (2012):  “By listening carefully to 
others, researchers can extend their intellectual and emotional reach across a variety of barriers” 
(p. 3).  In this case, through attentive listening, I attempted to reach across the barriers that 
separate the participant from me (the researcher), striving to have the participants speak freely 
and openly in their interviews in order to “create portraits of complicated processes” (Rubin & 
Rubin, 2012, p. 3), where I could uncover the multiple ways that participants perceive teacher 
identities.  “At the root of in-depth interviewing is an interest in understanding the lived 
experience of other people and the meaning they make of that experience” (Seidman, 2012, p. 9).  
 I conducted five interviews with each of the teacher participants.  Each interview was 
scheduled at a time convenient for the teacher participant and took place at the Cooperative 
School unless otherwise arranged for the convenience of the participating teacher.   
The study purposefully avoided specifying strict pre-determined questions for each of the 
five interviews as part of advanced planning in the hope and expectation that areas for inquiry 
and exploration would arise organically in the course of the study.  I did, however, prepare a 
rough outline of matters to be covered during the course of the interviews. This schedule, 
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however, in no way was intended to limit the scope and areas of exploration that might arise as 
the study unfolded.   
 In the first interview, I asked the participating teacher for biographical information, 
including education and work experiences.  I asked how and to what extent these experiences 
inform her ideas about the various roles of the teacher in the English classroom at the 
Cooperative School.   
 In the second interview, I asked the teacher to describe and reflect on the various roles 
that she assumes in the classroom. Are there conflicts between these roles?  Are there roles that 
the participating teacher embraces?  Roles that she wishes to avoid or diminish?  Roles about 
which she is ambivalent?   
In subsequent interviews, questioning focused on how the participating teacher's 
understanding of teacher roles became manifest -- or not manifest -- in the classroom.  My 
observations of the participating teacher in the classroom facilitated a discussion of the teacher 
roles that surfaced -- or failed to surface -- in the classroom.  The views of the participating 
teachers were paramount.  How does the teacher articulate and view the roles that surfaced in the 
observed lesson? How does she view the roles that failed to surface?  Are there classroom 
strategies that may be employed to purposefully affect how these roles become manifest or 
diminished? Please see Appendix C, Interview Protocols for interview questions. 
Focus Groups/Learning Community Sites 
 
 Focus groups/learning community sites added another dimension, enabling the 
participants to develop and reflect further through dialogue and collaborative artifact analysis.  
The participants often centered their discussion around a reading and/or artifact analysis.  A 
focus group/learning community site might for example center on the reading and unpacking of 
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the participants’ own philosophy statements.  Other discussions focused on Vinz’s (1996)’s 
Composing a Teaching Life, Blau’s (2003b)’s “Performative Literary: The Habits of Mind of 
Highly Literate Readers,” and Mayher (1990)’s Uncommon Sense.  Participants were invited to 
bring in artifacts from their teacher practice that affect them in some way, either as a source of 
pride or a source of trouble.  What are our responses to each other’s work? Where do our 
values/philosophies align with each other and with various theorists in the field of English 
Education?  Where do they deviate?  How do scholars’ stances fit in?  
 There were three focus group/learning community site meetings.  All were audiotaped 
and later professionally transcribed.  The focus groups/learning community sites took place at the 
Cooperative School at times convenient to the participants.  These group meetings provided the 
space for the teacher participants to articulate and reflect on the various roles that they assume in 
the English classroom.  Similar to a study group, we reflected on reading that relates to teacher 
roles and identities. As a way to begin the conversation, I asked each participant to write and 
share a “Written Reflection: A Philosophy Statement,” a space to articulate the metaphors and 
roles central to their life in the classroom.  One ongoing area of inquiry was the way in which 
various teacher roles become manifest in the classroom.  What potential conflicts arise? To what 
extent are teacher roles, for example, teacher as grade-giver and teacher as fellow-learner, in 
opposition?    
 In the final focus group/learning community site meeting, I asked the participating 
teachers to look back on the experience -- a six-month study group in which they have read, 
written, and reflected on the roles of the English teacher in the Cooperative School classroom.  I 
asked them to describe the extent (if any) to which the focused study has supported or challenged 
her view of the various roles of teacher.   
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 I anticipated that the focus groups/learning community sites would afford rich data, and I 
was not disappointed. Because these teachers work in the same school setting, they work within 
the same school ideology and have a shared experience and comfort level with which to question 
and reflect.  My goal in using focus groups/learning community sites is well expressed by B.L 
Berg and H. Lune (2012):  
Using this approach, researchers strive to learn through discussion about conscious, 
semiconscious, and unconscious psychological and sociological characteristics and 
process among various groups (p. 164). 
 
This method was planned as a key element in my data collection because I anticipated that a 
collective conversation would generate a lively discourse. Berg and Lune (2012) attest to the 
power of group dynamism that is a hallmark of the focus group: 
 
 The resulting synergy allows one participant to draw from one another 
 or to brainstorm collectively with other members of the group.  A far larger 
number of ideas, issues, topics, and even solutions to a problem can be generated 
through group discussion than through individual conversations (p. 170).  
 
The participants know each other; they belong to a shared community of practice. The 
conversations and insights the teachers share with one other at focus groups /learning community 
sites may be more consequential than those that might emerge in a research study not limited to a 
single venue. I am hopeful that the conversations and insights generated by the participants' 
explorations at focus groups/learning community sites might perhaps have an impact on the 
culture and policies of the Cooperative School.  As noted, the participants and I comprise the 
entire English Department at the Cooperative High School.  Caroline, the Cooperative High 
School principal, makes a habit of consulting with teachers, both in staff meetings and in more 
informal settings.  I am hopeful that together we can make a lasting contribution to the school.   
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Please see Appendix D for Focus Group Protocols and Appendix E for details on the first 
focus group/learning community site meeting and the “Written Reflection: A Philosophy 
Statement” guidelines.  
   Participant-Observation 
 I conducted at least three classroom observations of each teacher-participant. Please see 
Appendix F for Observation Protocol.  Though teacher perception is at the heart of my research, 
I acknowledge that it is also extremely important to have a picture in my mind of the teacher in 
her classroom. Though technically not a study participant, I am a fellow teacher at the 
Cooperative School; I am not a mere observer or outsider.  My extensive notes on field 
observation aided me in creating a snapshot of the classrooms in which the participating teachers 
live.  As R. Gold (1958) emphasizes: “Although basically similar to the simple observer role, the 
participant-as-observer role differs significantly in that both field worker and informant are 
aware that theirs is a field relationship” (p. 220). This transparency is in my view an asset to data 
collection.  Field observation as participant-observer allows me to provide a comprehensive and 
more nuanced picture of teacher identities in the classroom.  
Not Hurrying the Journey 
 
 As a researcher, I am interested in revealing some of the rich, multiple, and, often, 
contradictory narratives that coexist in a single school setting. The goal of my study is to 
ultimately contribute thoughtful questions to the field of education, rather than “answers” that lie 
in the form of the hard facts and statistics to which quantitative research lends itself. It puzzles 
me that numbers and statistics are oftentimes looked at as the only real and trustworthy data.  In 
my view, neither numbers nor the written word tells “The Truth.”  I aimed to be rigorous and 
careful in my research and in my representation of this research, conscious of the limitations that 
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affect every aspect of this study, including this written report.   At every step, I reminded myself 
that language is never neutral or value-free.  In addition, I recognize that language is only a part 
of the discourses that constitute our world.  The choices of what to include from an interview 
transcript and what to leave out are meaningful choices. It was my important goal to challenge 
myself at every turn, to be a researcher that seeks to tell the truth while understanding and 
appreciating the fact that there may be no objective truth.  In the end, stories cannot do 
everything, but as a lover of literature, as a lover of stories, I cannot help but remember the 
words of Tim O’Brien in The Things They Carried (1998): “That's what a story does. The bodies 
are animated. You make the dead talk" (p. 232).  My participants are alive, but in time we all 
pass on, and all that will remain are stories, (and I hope that my participants’ stories do in fact 
remain).  In O'Brien's words:  
Stories can save us. I'm forty-three years old, and a writer now, and even still, right here, 
I keep dreaming Linda alive . . . They're all dead. But in a story, which is a kind of 
dreaming, the dead sometimes smile and sit up and return to the world" (O’Brien, 1998, 
p. 225).   
 
I hope to achieve even just a small moment where one of the participants leaps forth from the 
page and “returns to the world,” causing the participants' words to come alive on the page.  
 Embarking on this undertaking, I articulated a detailed map for the journey.  However, as 
expected, there were detours and wrong turns.  There were set-backs: a participant came down 
with the flu, my computer acted up, etc. But, all the same, like C.P. Cavafy's (1911) journey to 
Ithaka, my voyage, happily, was "full of adventure, full of discovery." I tried, not always 
successfully, to be patient, keeping in mind Cavafy's admonition: "Keep Ithaka always in your 




Chapter IV  
TALES FROM TEACHING LIVES 
      In this chapter, I walk through some of the central stories and experiences that have marked 
four women's teaching lives.  They articulate the successes, struggles, joys, and tensions that 
erupt in the roles that they take on as teachers in the classroom.  Each participant was invited to 
compose a metaphor that best describes the role(s) that they take on within the classroom.  I 
begin the discussion of each participant with the rearticulation of her metaphor.  Here are four 
teachers as they name and describe the roles that they take on within the classroom.   
Sally's Metaphor for Her Role as Teacher in the Classroom  
“I am sometimes a tour guide – leading them to certain places,  
getting off the bus, exploring, coming back and sharing.”   
The Murkiness and the Mystery of Beginning a Teaching Life 
Sally is a newly minted and youthful teacher, yet she has centeredness and a deep, 
penetrating thoughtfulness far beyond her years.  Many times during our English department 
meetings, the other English teachers and I would look at each other, mouths agape, saying out 
loud: “Wow, I cannot believe that you are twenty four years old!” Whispers in the hall from the 
principal and from fellow teachers: “That Sally has her shit together!”  Yet Sally pushed away 
these compliments.  Through the course of this study, she shared with me her tentativeness, her 
fears, and her perceived fumbles as she navigates the construction of a teaching life.  
This chapter puts to the page some of Sally’s musings, thoughts, questions, and 
wonderings of the roles she takes on as teacher in the classroom.  I know I will never put Sally 
on the page completely. As I play with, question, analyze, and wander through Sally’s 
construction of a teacher identity, my goal is to illustrate the complexity of a teaching life.  
Through Sally, we see the various identities that mark such a life.  Here are a few roles that Sally 
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points to: Expert; Learner; Performer; “Sage on the Stage;" “Guide on the Side;" Homework 
Checker; Writer; Facilitator; and Mom.  As I scan the long list of roles that Sally articulates, I am 
reminded of the central goal of my study: to exhibit and expose the complexity of a teaching life.  
Importantly,  none of the roles that Sally points to -- indeed,  none of the roles that emerge in  
this study, e.g., Expert / Non-expert,  -- taken together, constitute a binary.   Sally came to the 
Cooperative School with a predilection for "Sage on the Stage,"  but she need not cast off that 
role and attempt to substitute a "Guide on the Side" identity.  Rather, a hybrid will likely emerge 
that incorproates aspects of both.   Like every participant, like every teacher, like indeed all of 
us, Sally is not one thing.  She is not one role.  Unlike the teachers of literature and of 
Hollywood where the teacher is often singly defined (usually, dichotomously, as either savior or 
villain), Sally’s teaching life is marked by shades of grey. She is sometimes dressed in black, 
sometimes dressed in white, and sometimes a shade between. She dances amidst different roles.  
These roles are numerous and far-reaching. Here is some of Sally. . .  
        When I asked Sally to describe herself as a teacher, she referenced her status as a newbie:  
I guess one of the ways I define myself most as a teacher is a "new" teacher.  There are 
still lots of things out there -- whether it's paperwork or, you know, processes that the 
school has . . . As time goes on, I'll be more comfortable in front of a room. Not that I 
feel uncomfortable.  Public speaking for me has always been a huge struggle.  So every 
day it's kind of like standing in front of a big audience . . . It's not that I feel not confident 
in what I'm doing or saying.  It's just nerves, I guess, talking to a bunch of kids.   
Interestingly, though Sally owns to a bit of stage fright, she nonetheless expresses a preference 
for a "Sage on the Stage" teaching style, feeling comfortable with: 
what I would consider the more conventional teaching models . . . the more transactional 
where you’re standing up in front, you’re talking and students are listening.  I try not to 
do that very often, but that’s something that I feel comfortable with because I guess you 
feel the most prepared when you kind of know exactly what you’re going to say.  
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In her discomfort with assuming a “Guide on the Side” role, Sally may be responding to the 
power of the normative identity of teacher as “Sage on the Stage.” Sally explicitly takes comfort 
in situations in which she has a script.  The teacher knows what she is “supposed to do” in this 
“Sage on the Stage” role, who she is supposed to be as teacher.  The role of teacher as facilitator 
can be seen as a murkier and messier mode of being.   
Sally elaborates on her initial concerns about taking on the job of teacher in a school that 
espouses a philosophy of student-centeredness: 
Just coming to this school, I remember was a big shift.  It’s not that I hadn’t learned about 
student-centered learning and worked with Socratic seminars and all that stuff that really entails 
putting it on the student, but this is the first time where there was so much small group work and 
“turn-and-talk.”  And I remember being really nervous . . . at the beginning about the fact that it 
was a lot of walking between the desks.  And I was like: “What am I supposed to do?”  I was 
like: “That’s all we have to do?”. . .I wasn’t really sure what to do with myself at that point other 
than to say, “How’s everything going?”  And I knew that that wasn’t effective.  Hopefully I did 
not go past the first week or two of getting used to that. 
 When Sally reiterated the question "What do I do when walking around the desks?" at a 
subsequent focus group/learning community site, it was greeted by the other participants with 
hoots of laughter and furious nodding, suggesting that the "Guide on the Side” role, despite its 
wide appeal, is a difficult role to nail down. 
Sally has deeply rooted ideals of what a teacher should be and specifically, what a teacher 
should do for her students, and Sally struggled with these ideals in the real world of school life:  
Just defining my role is a little bit of a struggle; there are so many ideas of what I should 
be like and how the kids are perceiving me.  I guess that's something that I'm always 
working on.  Time management is a little bit of a struggle for me . . . you know, there are 
so many bodies in the classroom  -- so many things going on. There may be a question: 
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Can I go to the bathroom? [or issues about] Jupiter Grades [the school’s online grading 
program] or somebody's got a paper cut or the fire alarm [goes off]. 
So it's really hard, there's a lot going on. How can I serve the class in the best way and 
still make sure that the people [who] have these little . . . struggles going on in the room 
are heard and are helped?  
And I think really finding the time to help each kid especially the ones who are struggling 
is a struggle for me because it [the class] is only forty-one minutes. I know right now that 
there are kids who are struggling writers, struggling readers. There is only so much you 
can do when you have to help the whole class.  Even when we do individual work, like 
today, I can only spend so much time talking to one kid before I have to move on to 
somebody else and that kills me.  So I don't know if I wish we have longer periods or 
extra help or something, but that's a struggle for me.   
Sally articulated the difficulty of reconciling her ideal role of teacher with the everyday stresses 
and compromises that are a necessary part of teaching life.  Sally's struggles are in compelling 
juxtaposition to Sally’s vision of her role as the tour guide, one who leads her group through 
various sites and wonders.  The tour guide image calls to mind a peaceful site for exploration and 
learning, in stark contrast to the stressed hustle and bustle of classroom life.   
“I wish that I always had the answer” –  
Desire, Impossibility, Ambivalence 
In my discussions with Sally, she revealed a complex and occasionally contradictory 
view on the role of teacher as expert, acknowledging the impossibility of the expert role while 
also acknowledging the desire and expectation on the part of students, parents, and even herself 
that she become such an expert.   
Sally: I don't think of myself as an expert, but I know that students often look to teachers 
as experts, so I try to be clear that is not the case. 
Sally specifically troubles the "expert" role when applied to teachers of English:  
Sally: I think there are things especially with English and writing that it’s impossible to 
be an expert about.  So I guess I don’t feel so much pressure in that, and I try to explain 
that to students 
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Here, Sally raises an important point.  An English teacher approaches an essay written by her 
student differently from a Math teacher grading a geometry test. Writing and literature analysis 
cannot be so readily categorized, labeled and scored.   
Sally's rejection of the expert role at first seems clear enough, but Sally, once again 
showing ambivalence, goes on to say: "I mean, I think I wish that I were, I wish that I always had 
the answer." If that is so, Sally is not rejecting the role of teacher as “the one who knows;" she is 
merely pointing out that it is an impossible role to always live up to.   
Separate and apart from Sally's consideration of teacher expertise in the context of 
English subject-matter knowledge, Sally reflected on whether she was an "expert" in the role of 
educator: "I don't feel like much of an expert in my role as a teacher." Of course, I would suggest 
to Sally that teaching is a mode of being that is marked by continual struggle and reflection, 
foreclosing any hope of becoming “expert” at being a teacher.   
Sally recalls a useful graduate school lesson:  
Something that I learned very early on in grad school and even though it was hard to say 
at first . . . You try to give an answer, and then you just have to stop yourself and say: 
“Actually I'm not sure . . . but can you look that up?  Or we'll look that up now, and we'll 
figure that out.” 
Sally both provides a model of candor in frankly admitting that she doesn't know the answer and 
provides a model for cooperatively approaching the research task at hand.  But what if the 
teacher does know the answer?  How long should the teacher hold off? 
Interruption 
A Connection to a Teaching Life 
 
I think back to my own experience in a graduate course in English Education.  For the 
final project, we were charged with creating a “multi-genre project.”  On the last night of class, 
we walked around the room, looking at each other’s projects.  I quickly saw that my project was 
unlike the others.  I had totally missed the boat.  I had done the project “wrong.” I approached 
the professor who said that there was “no wrong.”  I felt really good about that, but when I 
showed him my project, his face changed, revealing that I was quite right in the first place. I had 
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indeed "done wrong.”  “What should I do?” I asked.  “What do you think you should do?” he 
responded.   Of course, I had no clue.  That was why I was there.  
Of course, that incident can be seen as an example of “Guide on the Side,” perhaps 
badly executed – not enough scaffolding or interim check-ins, expectations, etc.  Yet for me it 
illustrates that knowledge transmittal still might have a vital and useful place in the classroom -- 
not as the operative everyday discourse but available in certain circumstances.  
 
Student-Centered Pedagogy: Implementation and Compromise 
At the Cooperative School, the participating teachers struggle on a daily basis, 
balancing their commitment to accord students the freedom and agency to direct their own 
learning against the desire to provide students with the structures and the “rules” that they 
might sometimes need. Sally reflects on a lesson that I had observed:  
Sally: I [thought] we needed to talk about some possible ways you might introduce a 
counter-argument.  So we did that yesterday . . . based on what they need.  And I really 
don't like being exactly: "You fill out this sheet, and you'll have an essay."  I think that's 
ridiculous, but I thought they needed more structure than I was giving. And I want to pull 
it away again, but not until they know how to organize a bit better because organization is 
a huge problem . . . At least offer it [structure] and then pull it away, especially with kids 
who are a little more advanced because they tend to ask the questions, "Do I have to start 
with this?"  Or, "Does it have to be in this order?" 
Rebecca: How do you respond to that? 
Sally: It depends on the kid.  I usually just try to have them talk through . . . why they 
want to do it differently.  And it's usually the kids who are a little bit more advanced in 
the writing who can break that specific structure and still organize in a way that's clear 
and makes sense.  And then I usually let them. 
Sally acknowledges the unavoidable tension in a student-centered classroom in which the 
students are creatively doing when the teacher introduces the structures that some students 
might need.  Sally carefully considers when to give structure and, importantly, when to take it 
away. 
During our conversation, I became interested in how Sally’s own education might have 
influenced her insights into the worth of structures or “rules” as a teacher of English.   
Rebecca: In your own personal history as a student, were there structures in place or was 
 it pretty open? 
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Sally: I think earlier in my education, yes. . . the thesis being the last sentence in your 
introduction.  That stuck pretty hard because that was a common rule, yeah, just for 
clarity I guess. And it's one that I also encourage now in my own teaching.  And then in 
choosing conclusions just what they should and shouldn't be.  Not so much exactly how 
to organize them, and that’s really pretty much it.  My teachers were a little more laissez-
faire, I guess, which I liked.  
Interestingly, Sally marks the teachers of her youth as “laissez-faire,” yet she also refers to some 
very explicit and closed “rules” to writing that were espoused, such as the thesis statement 
“being the last sentence in your introduction.”  Again, I am struck by the fact that teacher roles 
are marked by complexity and contradictions.  We give the students freedom but tell them what 
conclusions “should and shouldn’t be.”   
Sally brought up her experience with a literature circle project in which the students, in 
collaborative circle groups, read and discussed books. The project showed the difficulty in 
characterizing any particular pedagogic effort as simply "student-centered."  
Sally: They [the students] ranked the top 4 choices [of books], and then we did the best 
that we could to put them in hopefully their top choice, but for some of the books . . . 
more than six people chose, let’s say . . . Looking For An Oscar, so we had to just kind of 
rearrange.  
You have kids who you think maybe the book that they chose might be a little too 
challenging or the opposite problem where maybe they’re not really challenged enough, 
but, overall, it tends to work out. . .  Even [if] students, let’s say, who are really strong 
choose. . .  Young Adult books that I would think, “Okay, they could probably challenge 
themselves a little bit further,” they find stuff to talk about in the commentaries 
[exploratory student writing responses based on the work of Sheridan Blau] that is I 
think, really helpful for their groups.   
The literature circle project shows characteristics of both student-centered and teacher-centered 
pedagogy.  On the one hand, students have agency and power as they choose their own books to 
read and explore.  That being said, the teacher still is the one with ultimate agency and power. 
The teacher is the final decider as to the composition of the group, which books should be on the 
list and considers carefully the skill level of the book for each student.   
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Ironically, the structure of the literature circle project -- despite its significant links to 
student-centered pedagogy – can make strong demands on the teacher as "expert."  Sally, for 
example, felt the need to serve as expert on the numerous texts that each of her classes was 
reading.  
Sally: What challenged me is that they’re reading – between the four different classes
 seven different books . . . So that’s just, like, a lot of different places for your head to be,  
 and they ask you pretty specific questions, sometimes and, like, ugh, that can be kind of 
 challenging just to make sure that you know enough about the book to make sure that 
 they’re understanding it accurately, but I think because I’d read most of the books that it 
 wasn’t so bad.    
Rebecca: So you do feel sort of this need to be expert in that way, if they have clarifying 
questions? 
Sally: Yeah. . . I try to put it back on them and the whole point – or part of the point -- of 
the commentary is to have them figure out the meaning among themselves.  So I try to 
say, “why don’t you talk to your classmates first and see if you can arrive at that 
answer?”  So we talk about clarifying questions versus probing [questions] or big picture 
[questions]. So we say for any clarifying questions use your group and then beyond that, 
that’s a little bit more where I’m able to step in, because I just don’t have the memory to 
be able to remember the answer to every [clarifying] question for seven different books at 
once.  
Sally reflected on the most challenging aspects of the literary circle project: 
So what’s challenging?  Part of it is about grouping [of students] and part of it is about, I 
guess, kind of knowing when to step back and I don’t want to say let students fail but 
almost.  I guess that sounds pretty horrible.  
Although Sally expressed the importance of the students leaning on each other for support and 
guidance on their books, note that she nevertheless articulated a desire to be expert, to be able to 
answer the questions that emerge.  The role of the expert is always alive even when not 
ascendant.    
"Here to help - not just to tell" - Growing Acceptance of  Guide Role 
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Sally seems well on her way to finding her role and her voice in the self-described 
student-centered environment of the Cooperative School despite her initial apprehensions. Sally 
reflected on her progress during a focus group/learning community site meeting: 
That was a big shift for me coming here . . . Okay, I do a little bit at the beginning and 
then really do try to put it on them [the students].  So. . . I do have a role going around, 
but it’s [the students] generating the ideas; they get . . . maybe the concept or the theme 
or whatever it is that I’m talking about for the day, but then they can talk about it and 
explore those ideas further with one another . . . I’m there to help, but I’m not there just 
to tell.  And obviously we know that transactional knowledge is not the best way to teach 
students.  But it was a big shift knowing that that was the case and then coming to a 
school like this where they do it very well. 
Interestingly, although Sally describes a classroom marked by student action where the students 
generate ideas amongst themselves with the teacher as guide (“I’m there to help, but I’m not 
there just to tell”), still the teacher is the agent of power.   In the case of Sally’s classroom at 
the Cooperative School, the teacher is ultimately in the position of dictating the curriculum and 
telling the students what they should “know.” In addition, Jupiter Grades is a constant presence.  
In short, student-centered learning cannot be implemented in the Cooperative School in a pure 
and simple form.   
The Trust that Student-Centered Pedagogy Requires 
 At a subsequent focus group/learning community site meeting, the teachers discussed an 
essential and unsettling truth about student-centered pedagogy.  
Isabel: You have to trust them [the students] to do it.  
Sally: Yeah.  You really do.  You have to trust them. . . I know this is what I want them 
to learn by the end of today, this week, this unit, and to really, to put it back on them, first 
of all is – it is a trust exercise, but I don’t know if certain people [students] could do it.  
Diana: It’s okay also for them to fail. 
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Diana speaks a hard truth, raising the question of whether there is or should be a process that 
can supplement or modify class protocols when student-centeredness seems not be working for 
some students.   
“You're afraid of any mistakes or if it's just not the most beautiful thing they've ever 
read” – The Teacher/Writer in the Classroom 
I asked the participants if they shared their writing with students and their feelings on 
the subject.  Sally was less than enthusiastic about shared teacher writing, noting her discomfort 
in the role of teacher as expert and the accompanying stresses: 
Sally: I think it's always intimidating, especially because as a teacher you're supposed to 
be the expert.  So you're afraid of any mistakes that someone might find or if it's just not 
the most beautiful thing they've ever read. 
  
Teachers often want to show students writing that is powerful and compelling -- writing that 
calls students to action, but impossibly high standards may be counter-productive.  Might it also 
be useful for the teacher to show herself as a comrade writer, one whose work is not always the 
greatest but is at the same time mechanically sound, clear and serviceable for the task at hand? 
When she insists that the writing be error-free and absolutely “beautiful,” Sally perhaps puts 
unnecessary pressure on herself regarding teacher writing.  
Sally does share examples of her writing in the context of assignments, though she 
downplays the significance of the sharing:  
            It's not like I'm sharing something very personal, something dear and true to myself. . .  
They asked me who had written it, if it was written by a student, and I said "No I just 
created a model," and then they said "OK."  It was strictly an assignment guideline. It's 
not like they were responding to the ideas so much as to the structure in it.  
 
Despite Sally's reservations, the idea of more broadly sharing her writing with students is not a 
closed issue: 
Sally: It's something that I've thought about. I'm somewhat hesitant about doing it. . . It's 
just like what the students have to do. . .Putting what you've written -- it's always 
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personal -- on the line or on the board and getting feedback in some way -- whether it's 
questions or comments.  So I think that's always a risk, but it's a risk for students, so it's 
good to share that sometimes.  It just makes me nervous.  
 
Sally makes a good point.  A student takes a risk every time he/she turns in an assignment. Why 
should the teacher not share such risk from time to time?  I want to echo again Peter Elbow 
(1981) who makes the point that this risk is also a gift:  
The essential human act at the heart of writing is the act of giving.  There is something 
implacable and irreducible about it, handing something to someone because you want her 
to have it, not asking for anything in return, and if it is a gift of yourself --as writing 
always is-- risking that she won't like it or even accept it (p. 20). 
 
Challenges for the Teacher Guide: Homework Checker & the Hard No. 
Despite the participants' shared appreciation of the power of student-centeredness, each 
of the participants struggled with maintaining the facilitator role within the traditional 
structures that are part of the educational model in which they teach.  For example, in a post-
observation interview, Sally reflected on a classroom role that she felt got in the way of what 
she wanted to accomplish in class:  
Rebecca: In the observed lesson, what roles did you take on and why did you decide to 
take on these roles? 
Sally: I don't know if this is a role, but first is, I guess, homework checker. . .That's a real 
thing I struggle with.   
Sally allows that if she did not check homework, it would mostly not get done. Yet collecting the 
homework at the beginning of class interferes with Sally's pedagogical objectives. 
Sally: I try to make the homework something that's going to be valuable to what we do 
the next day, which means that I often need to use it [during class]. 
Collecting homework at the end of class is not satisfactory, since some students would be 
tempted to do the homework in class, defeating the purpose of the homework check.  Checking 
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the homework at the beginning of class is time-consuming, as Sally noted.  Sometimes Sally 
does not check the homework at all.  On other occasions, Sally will multi-task, walking around 
the room checking homework while conducting other class activities, which is what Sally 
struggled with when she did just that during one of my observations. 
Sally: Of course, when you check homework, they're asking you questions, so it can't 
take under a few minutes, and I want to get the class going, so I try to find a way to check 
the homework while doing other stuff.  
Sally acknowledges that her start-of-class multi-tasking, e.g., homework checking during 
classroom activities, is unsatisfactory. In fact, Sally's predicament is only one illustration of the 
difficulties that emerge when teachers strive to reconcile their desired roles as facilitator, 
observer, and "detective of souls” (to borrow a locution favored by the principal of Cooperative 
High School) with the managerial responsibilities of traditional schoolroom life.    
The teacher as grade-giver is another regulatory role that causes conflict.  Jupiter Grades 
is the required grading program of the Cooperative School.  The academic progress of each 
student is tracked in considerable detail, including homework completion, and is available online 
for student and parents to observe on an ongoing basis.  Student evaluation, particularly 
numerical grading, can be difficult in a student-centered environment.  Each teacher must find 
his or her way of navigating the various and often contradictory roles that a teacher takes on 
within the classroom.  
In the case of the Cooperative School, for example, once the homework is checked, the 
grade is often entered into Jupiter Grades.  Even in a classroom marked by student-centered 
discourse, the fact remains that the teacher is still in charge and still gives grades.  Regulatory 
teacher identities intrude upon implementation of student-centered learning and intrude upon 
Sally's tour guide image of teacher.  
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Sally Reflects on Multiple and Conflicting Teacher Identities 
Sally:  I think that I'm generally a nice-ish teacher.  . .  In terms of [the Cooperative 
School] I feel like there are so many people that are very . . . hesitant . . . I don't know 
how to phrase it -- like to give a 'hard no' to something or to really stop a child who's 
behaving poorly . . . Sometimes I feel I'm not nice enough when I'm teaching because 
there's too much to get done . . . Sometimes, I feel I'm not nice enough, but I don't want 
to be seen as a push-over, and I don't know whether part of that is because I'm new. So I 
want to show myself as stern but also caring. So there's a lot going on in my head. Am I 
being nice enough? Am I being too nice? Am I joking enough with the kids? Am I joking 
too much with the kids?  So I think who I am as teacher changes a lot.  
Many identities suggest themselves to Sally, some of them conflicting. Among them are the nice 
teacher, the pushover, the new teacher, the joking teacher, and the serious teacher with a lot to 
get done.  Sally manages these identities and attempts to find balance. There is another role that 
slips in for Sally, even though she is a young teacher:  
Sally: And sometimes "mom." 
Rebecca: Yeah? 
Sally: Sometimes kids ask you questions.  “Have you ever gone through this before?”-- 
whether it's medical issues that I've been asked about [or otherwise]. Kids need a parent 
sometimes too when they're at school for a long time without one. So I don't feel 
particularly adept at that role, but sometimes kids just need someone caring, to listen to 
them and you just gotta do it. 
Self-Evident Self-Disclosure: Bodies who Teach Bodies 
As I have previously noted, self-disclosure may introduce into the classroom discourses 
that destabilize the professional identities of the teacher, such as “Sage on the Stage."  It is also 
important to note that there are acts of teacher self-disclosure that take place with no action on 
the part of teacher.  McWilliam (1996) quotes S. Ungar (1986): "[T]here is no getting away 
from the fact that a teacher is still some body who teaches some bodies" (p. 340).  Indeed, 
teachers are housed in bodies that are on display for students day after day.  These bodies hold 
characteristics that are disclosed without words.  One such characteristic is age.  
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Sally was self-conscious about her status as a relatively new teacher not much older 
than her students:  
I think that's something I was nervous about when I started . . .Are they seeing me the 
same way that they see someone who is twenty years older than me who is at the 
school?  Will they respect me as much?  So I want to relate -- and I really do -- to the 
kids, but I also want to draw those lines even if they are a little bit imaginary of how 
dissimilar we are, I guess. I don't know.  
 
Sally reported that students had never directly asked her age though parents had not been so  
reticent:  
Parents have asked me a lot [about age], which makes me uncomfortable at parent-
teacher conferences. "Oh you're so young. I thought you were a student.  Are you a 
student teacher?"  And it's not that I wasn't, you know, a year ago.  But it just kind of 
undermines your confidence, because they assume inexperience.  They're assuming: 
"Oh, you're young."  I had someone ask me kind of passively-aggressively about what 
my qualifications were at a parent teacher conference  -- first thing in before I started 
speaking. "Oh you seem so young. You're not a first year teacher are you?"  I'm like: 
"Well you know I started a month ago."  But I didn't' say that. I just kind of skirted the 
question honestly talking about my background but not -- you know not the fact that I 
had just finished grad school.  
 
Sensitive about her youthfulness, Sally, unsurprisingly, takes pleasure in the moments when 
students see her as older.   
Sally: I do think that they see me as kind of old sometimes. I always think that they 
think I'm young, but then things will happen in class where it's like, OK, you actually 
think of me as old and out-dated.  So that's always actually kind of nice, as much as it’s 
also embarrassing, to see that that they are perceiving me as kind of an old fart. I like 
that.  
By welcoming the sobriquet "old fart," Sally further embraces the storied teacher identity of the 
grand old man or lady of the classroom.  Such a teacher is not one of the boys or one of the girls, 
and Sally wants to keep it that way. Sally embraces the image of the mature teacher, 
knowledgeable, respected, totally in control of her class.   
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 Although Sally highlighted a desire to be seen “the same way” as a teacher decades older 
than her, she also articulated that she wants to be seen as a fellow authentic person with feelings 
and opinions, just like her students.  When I raised the issue of explicit teacher self-disclosure to 
Sally, however, she seemed broadly unreceptive:   
I think that I try not to share anything that I would consider personal information about 
myself whenever possible.  I mean if it's relevant, for some reason, to what we're 
talking about, sure, but I don't share, in terms of family or relationships or anything 
like that.  
 Further conversation, however, revealed that Sally's attitude was more nuanced than 
first appeared.  At the beginning of each year, Sally asks each student to write a memo of 
introduction.  Sally utilizes the knowledge gleaned from the students’ introductory letters to 
identify possible connections between the students and herself and discloses that connection 
to the student, when appropriate.  
Sally: So somebody said something about splitting holidays between Hanukkah and 
Christmas and how  
it can be kind of stressful. So I said that my family works that way too. It's nice to 
address something like that in certain contexts.  
 
In this process, Sally is connecting to her students through an act of what Marc Lamont Hill  
(2009) calls “co-signing." 
One of the primary ways that members of the classroom community responded to 
personal disclosures was through the act of co-signing, where members of the 
community would provide affirmation for the person exposing a wound.  Co-signing 
served two functions: substantiating the truth-value of the narrative and encouraging the 
speaker to continue.  Co-signing practices include verbal and non-verbal cues (e.g. 
“Exactly!” or “a smile and a high-five"), and, most importantly, complementary stories 
(p.71).   
Although Hill is analyzing oral storytelling, I believe the “co-signing” phenomenon is applicable 
in the context of teacher self-disclosure as well.  Through her response to the student’s narrative, 
Sally affirms the truth and validity of the student’s feelings.  
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We note that Sally technically crossed the line that problematizes teacher sharing of 
religious affiliation, but it is important to note the potential value of sharing such perspectives 
in certain contexts.  In Sally’s class, the religious issue was first raised by the student not the 
teacher and was limited to a single student.  These and other factors are important in an analysis 
of teacher self-disclosure.  Zhang et al. observes that sensitivity to teacher disclosure regarding 
religion should not be interpreted as a prohibition.  
Even though both preservice and inservice teachers considered teachers’ self-disclosure 
of their political perspectives and religious beliefs to be inappropriate, it may be 
dangerous and harmful to education to prohibit teachers from talking about political 
perspectives and religious beliefs.  Civic education, for example, is an essential part of 
PreK-12 education. . . (Zhang et al., 2009, p.1122).   
Indeed, the sharing by a teacher of political and religious experiences may help point out to 
students ways of being in the world.   
Interruption: A Catholic Gay Priest and High School Romance 
A Connection to a Teaching Life  
I had a student once who wrote a personal narrative about being a gay young man.  His 
mother was the person with whom he felt comfortable sharing this information, but sadly, she 
had passed away.  He was nervous about telling his father who is “a big Catholic." In 
responding to the student’s writing, I shared with him that I was recently the bride in an 
interfaith wedding ceremony and that one of the two people who performed the ceremony was a 
close family friend who is “a Catholic gay priest.”  I shared what many believe is an intimate 
(even inappropriate to some) detail from my own life (my religious background). Yet I did this 
purposely to reveal a mode of being in the world (Catholic and gay) that might not seem 
available to this student.  I believe that when a circumstance is right, it can be powerful for 
teachers to share stories that connect with their students' lives in an act of “co-signing.” This 
being said, there are potential problems that arise with such acts of “co-signing.”   
Years ago I had a student teacher, Laura (a pseudonym) who became very close to one of 
our 12th grade students, Tara (a pseudonym).  Tara shared with Laura that she and her 
boyfriend had a fight and maybe were breaking up.  Laura “co-signed” through a narrative from 
her youth of her own breakup with her high school boyfriend.  The next day after class, Tara’s 
boyfriend handed Laura a letter.  In this letter, he angrily challenged Laura, telling her that she 
did not know him or the kind of love that he and Tara shared.  He also noted that he was “sorry” 
that she was bitter over her break-up with her high school boyfriend.  This anecdote illustrates 
that teacher “co-signing” with students should be undertaken only after careful study of the 
95 
situation and reflection regarding the potential effects.  In Laura’s “co-signing” with her student 
Tara, she alienated another student, casting doubt on his experience and his truth.  The anecdote 
is a cautionary tale of ill-considered sharing.  
 
Sally remains wary of teacher self-disclosure despite her perceived success in sharing 
with a student a commonality regarding multi-faith family holidays.  
 
I try not to. I just don't think it's appropriate most of the time to share anything too 
personal. It's not that I would hide it -- I don't think -- if they asked me directly, unless it 
was a something like a medical issue.  
With her focus on what is” appropriate,” Sally indicates a desire to be seen as a "professional."  
 Sally recounted two incidents that may partially account for her sensitivity to the 
downside of teacher self-disclosure, particularly as related to medical issues:  
A student last year asked me if I had ever had a UTI [Urinary Tract Infection] -- very 
loudly in front of the class.  He was doing quiet, independent work, and I just felt very 
kind of flustered for one second.  I said: "That's not something I've experienced, but if 
you would like to get a pass to the nurse, let me know." 
Sally also recalled a similar recently occurring incident:  
 
And then a student asked me something about ovarian cysts -- if I had ever had one -- the 
other day.  Luckily that was a quiet conversation. But still, during class!  And I said "no."  
So I was honest. I haven’t had either issue, but if I had, I don't know that I would want to 
share. So I just try to quickly redirect and say: "No I haven't: If you have a medical issue 
you need to take care of, we’ll do that." And I just said something kind of validating like 
"I'm sure that's very uncomfortable for you.  If you need x y or z, we'll do that for you."  
But I didn't think that was something worth sharing -- my medical background. 
 
Sally expressed lingering discomfort about these experiences: 
I just thought it was very odd.  I guess it's nice in a way that students feel comfortable 
asking you that but very odd -- especially these feminine issues. Very odd to me, 
especially last semester when I was brand new . . . It was probably partly to throw me.  
And I just tried not to let it or at least let it show that it did. 
Despite her status as a new teacher, when these incidents occurred, Sally came to a reasonable 
conclusion regarding the students' motives, i.e., “probably partly to throw me" and made a 
96 
reasonable and unruffled response. In Sally's response to the inappropriate questions, we see 
the negotiations between public and private that every teacher, especially new teachers, need to 
navigate.  We also see an interesting illustration of classroom discourse. The student in the first 
incident, a male, loudly asked the young, female teacher if she had ever had a urinary tract 
infection. By his inquiry, he clearly stepped out of the traditional student role.  Sally did not 
address the inappropriateness of the inquiry, but adroitly employed the discourse of the 
regulatory teacher as she offered the student a pass to see the nurse.   
The student in the second incident also asked a question that may be deemed 
inappropriate.  However, the question was asked quietly and the student was a female.  Perhaps 
this accounts for the fact that Sally was less dismissive:  "If you have a medical issue you need 
to take care of, we'll do that." Of course, Sally does not mean that she will actually address the 
student's medical issue, but her support for the student is clearly conveyed.  In these incidents, 
Sally adroitly, in my view, called, as needed, on the discourse of the regulatory teacher and the 
discourse of validation to handle challenging classroom situations. 
Sally summarizes her feelings regarding teacher self-disclosure:   
I feel pretty comfortable being honest with my students about how I’m feeling, about 
what they’re doing, about my personal feelings, about different stuff that we’re doing or 
what’s happening.  I like to think that they think of me as a real person, that I’m not just 
acting or talking a certain way because I’m the teacher.  I don’t want to be overly friendly 
with them, I guess, but I do want to be relatable and show that I have opinions and I’m a 
person and I’m not afraid to explain that and also hear theirs. 
 
Sally desires to both reinforce the traditional identity of teacher, i.e., she wants to be seen as an 
adult, she wants to be “respected,” etc. and also to show aspects of her personhood as they 




“Oh, You Kids Today!” – Popular Culture: Friend or Foe? 
Sally is more guarded than some of the other participants in sharing her own popular 
culture tastes.   
Sally: I'll share a few TV shows, sometimes books . . . Music not so much just because I 
feel like they judge one another. I don't want to take sides on that . . .So it's not like I 
don't want to show we have things in common. I'm just trying to make sure that it's clear 
that there are similarities we have, but I am a teacher.  
Sometimes Sally finds herself making the same references that her own teachers had made in 
her class “back in the day,” though allowances have to be made for the changes in technology: 
Sometimes, I find myself making the same jokes that teachers that I had in school did 
about things.  “Oh, Instagram or whatever you kids use!" But, actually, I was on 
Instagram last night.  So I find myself almost pretending . . .that I'm older than I am 
maybe or don't understand some of their young people things . . . I kind of wonder 
sometimes: how much should I relate to them and how much should I show that we're 
not the same . . .we're not on the same level . . . you know I'm your teacher.  
When Sally plays dumb about popular culture references that she well understands, she 
enhances her role as “an old fart” and increases the distance between her and her students.   
Interestingly, in finding her voice as teacher, Sally reenacts the roles of the teachers of her 
youth as she makes the same kinds of jokes.  Sally's reiterative acts in the classroom constitute 
an identity for  Sally as teacher,   The script of her “old fart” teacher is re-enacted by Sally for a 
new generation of students.    
Through Sally’s views on self-disclosure, we see a young teacher embracing a 
culturally defined discourse of teaching (“respect,” “appropriateness,” “someone twenty years 
older”) that essentializes the normative teacher professional identity, but we also see the teacher 
looking for ways to destabilize that discourse as she attempts to express aspects of her authentic 
self, her “real” personhood.  
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Sally’s Evolving Comfort with a Facilitative Role 
As a young, beginning teacher, Sally is finding the modes of being with which she feels 
comfortable as an educator.  She balances the culturally defined discourses of what it means to 
be an educator with her own views and voice.  Sally acknowledges that her comfort with new 
roles is evolving.  Indeed, Sally testifies to the successes of a more student-centered classroom:   
But I’ve also definitely gotten a lot more comfortable as being, I guess, a facilitator is the 
best word for that role, where I’m facilitating their learning in those small groups.  I . . . 
ask them questions about their work, observing what they’re doing and really helping 
them to be resources for one another, because I noticed that when they get to talk to one 
another, their ideas come out so much more naturally than when I’m asking them a 
question.  And instead of one or two people’s hands going up, they’re talking – even if 
they get off track --  it just seems a lot more authentic that they want to discuss it, so 
that’s something I’ve become much more comfortable with. 
 
Diana’s Metaphor for her Role as Teacher in the Classroom 
“Maybe a tree – growing and flowering, but staying rooted." 
Diana’s metaphor presents an interesting contrast to Sally’s metaphor of tour guide, one 
who is always on the move, always looking forward to the next site to visit with her charges.  
Diana’s metaphor evokes an image of teacher as a grounded, solid force, rooted yet slowly 
growing with her students.  In a focus group/learning community site meeting, Diana unpacked 
her metaphor further:  
And I was thinking like a tree because they have deep roots. . . really rooted and 
grounded. . . you have to be really secure for your students.   
 
In a “Sea of Students," Diana, the  Special Educator, Looks Beyond her Young Self 
Unlike Sally, who came to the Cooperative School as a newbie teacher, Diana came with 
prior experience from another New York City School, where she served as special educator in a 
self-contained classroom.   
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I started teaching students that had trouble decoding, how to decode -- which I didn’t 
know was a thing before I started teaching decoding.  So initially I felt very much like my 
role was [to be] an advocate for my students and to teach them how to be advocates for 
themselves . . . I found myself, of course, in the role that many teachers find themselves . 
. . suddenly I'm a "parent" and a "psychologist" and little things, like my old school didn’t 
have as generous a supply closet -- you know what I mean.   
And so I would – I remember going to the Dollar Store and buying supplies and buying 
headphones for my students who didn’t have headphones, because they’re a dollar, 
maybe two dollars, you know, and the students would just be . . . like “Why would you 
do that?”  “Why would you buy me headphones?”  It was the weirdest thing to them, 
they're like "What are you doing?"  It was really sweet [laughter]. 
And I constantly encouraged students to come [see me] after school.  At the time, I felt 
frustrated in my role because my classes were not very well defined, and I hadn’t 
received enough training on what I was supposed to actually do.  So I was really happy 
when students came after school because I could work one-on-one on something that they 
explicitly needed. 
Looking back, Diana explains why, as a newly minted teacher, she chose to work with students 
with special needs:  
At that point in time, I really wanted to teach special education because I felt like I’d 
always been a very successful English student, and I wasn’t sure how to translate that into 
teaching . . . I was worried that I might be boring because I was such a strong English 
student that I’m like “why would I want to talk about English with a bunch of students 
that weren’t as invested?” . . . It seemed to me learning to deal with students with 
different disabilities would be a different challenge and would just be different – I always 
crave different experiences in life, and maybe at some point to my detriment. 
Modest regarding her accomplishments, Diana alluded to her history as "a strong English 
student," but does not give the details of her academic history which includes degrees from 
highly regarded universities. Evidencing a concern for students that seems to characterize both 
her past and present teaching life, Diana voiced concern for her potential "non-invested students" 
who might have her as an English content teacher.  Instead, she opted for new challenges in the 
field of special education.   
Though both Diana’s first school and the Cooperative School are public schools, the 
Cooperative School differs significantly from Diana’s first teaching venue.  From an economic 
perspective, the Cooperative School students are highly privileged in comparison.  Almost every 
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student has a phone (often an I-phone) as well as headphones.  More often than not, the supply 
closet of the school is well-furnished.  Diana would inevitably position her role as teacher 
differently in the new environment.     
When Diana first arrived at the Cooperative School, her schedule was split: half English 
content teacher and half special educator.  Though Diana has transitioned to full time English 
content teacher, it is clear that her experiences in special education have made her sensitive to 
issues that might otherwise be overlooked.  
Diana: My success in school growing up] was something that was really tough to unlearn 
when I became a teacher, especially in special education. A lot of teachers look out at the 
sea of students, and they see themselves, and it’s like you know what? You’re a very 
small percentage of your students.  
Teachers with strong academic histories may indeed look out at the assembled students, see only 
themselves and fail to be on the lookout for students who are quietly disengaged or struggling. 
With regard to academic history, many Cooperative School teachers, including all study 
participants, align themselves to some degree with Diana, who self-describes herself as an “all-
out nerd."  Diana’s concerns with struggling students who may be overlooked is extremely 
germane to the Cooperative School, which is home to a sizable cohort of academically minded 
students, who may receive excessive attention. With a very vocal group of “strong” students, it is 
easy to forget to focus and hone in on the students who struggle.  Diana was an important voice 
in reminding us to firm this focus.  
Diana was a deeply important participant in the study due in part to a wealth of 
experiences as educator.  With her background in special education, Diana constantly pushed me 
and the other participants to identify and help students who may be quietly struggling 
academically.  Diana’s identity as an English teacher is deeply layered, formed in part by her 
prior work experiences.  I am so grateful that Diana shared with me and the other participants her 
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insights, especially her insights on students who might too easily be overlooked and students at 
the Cooperative School marked by innate ability and privilege who need to perhaps be pushed.  
The Expert's Secret – “I didn’t get here just by breathing in and out.” 
Whereas Sally expressed reluctance about her role as "expert" and specifically objected 
to the concept as applied to English education, Diana embraces the role, but with an essential 
caveat: Diana’s expertise is always firmly grounded on experience and practice. Diana gives no 
credit to innate ability.  Diana explicitly places her expert role in the context of teacher as a 
fellow-learner, one who has practiced and worked hard to attain a level of expertise.  This is a 
path available to her students.     
Diana: I will model for the children that I didn't get here just by breathing in and out. I 
will tell them: "This is a chapter I've really struggled with.  Even though I've read it 
several times before, each time reading this, I'm like ‘what does this mean?’”. . . I do my 
best to show that I'm a learner and that everyone is." 
Though Diana sometimes shares her writing with students, she is very alert to potential 
downsides.  In the context of a unit on poetry last year, Diana and her students read together 
different types of poetry and emulated what they had read by writing poems inspired by poets of 
their choosing.  It happened that Diana’s class was comprised of students assigned to the lower 
“track” of the grade, and Diana was concerned at the effect a teacher model might have on the 
class:  
I worried . . .I'm trying to write a model that's not too advanced, because I want it to be 
accessible to them, and I don't want them to be intimidated, you know what I mean? . . 
."Whoa! Whoa! You wrote that?"  But on the other hand, we’re writing poetry, and I’m 
trying to model something that they should strive for.  
Diana always styles herself as a fellow writer with her students, but there is also the indisputable 
fact that she is a more seasoned, more practiced and, perhaps, in some respects, a more proficient 
writer than the majority of her students.  Diana looks for ways to navigate these waters: 
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I found that for . . . a lot of students that really struggle with writing  - or anything - if you 
come off as an "expert" then they immediately are turned off, because they’re like:  “Well 
obviously you’re going to know how to do it.  I’m never going to get to do it.”  So [it's 
better] if you start off like: “OK.  I have to re-learn or learn new things every time I 
tackle a text or an assignment.”  Which is true.   
The challenge is to reconcile the desire to show students that every writer struggles, every writer 
goes through drafts, every writer doesn’t get it “right” the first time or every time with the desire 
to show the students a seasoned writer who takes pleasure and passion in her work and wants her 
students to practice tirelessly to do the same.  
"So You Think You're Going to Nail This on Draft One?" 
Diana is a published author and holds the degree of Master of Fine Arts in Creative 
Writing from a highly regarded university. Perhaps this academic history makes her more 
mindful of the possibility of teacher intimidation.  As a general rule, Diana does not reveal to the 
class her academic background or her status as a published writer.  However, if her background 
becomes known, she matter-of-factly confirms her life experiences.  In such event, Diana then 
can use her history to create a significant teachable moment.  
Diana relates that when she was in graduate school, published authors would visit the 
class.  One of these authors told Diana’s class that every single thing she has published goes 
through twenty to thirty drafts.  This revelation was an important one for Diana in her own 
writing life, and it is an anecdote that she repeats for her students in order to emphasize the 
importance of drafting and editing:  
"So you think you're going to get this on draft one? I don't think so! . . Let's do three 
 drafts and see where we are!" 
 
In this incident, Diana can position herself as both "Sage on the Stage" and "Guide on the Side."   
She is “Sage" by virtue of her academic accomplishments, her status as a proficient 
writer/published author and her explicit, no-nonsense directive to the class that they must 
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produce multiple drafts.  Yet, she also positions herself as “Guide” by articulating her identity as 
a fellow learner, emphasizing that she, too, until recently was a student-writer and that even now 
her admonition to draft and redraft applies to herself every bit as much as it applies to her 
students.   
Through this small moment, we can see the ways in which the binary of “Sage on the 
Stage" and "Guide on the Side” is an artificial binary; we see teachers move in and out of these 
roles, even sometimes within a single moment.  
 "I fucking hated those quizzes” –Tensions Surrounding the Reading Quiz 
During our final focus group/learning community site meeting, the participants and I 
discussed an excerpt from Vinz’s Composing a Teaching Life (1996).  One heated discussion 
focused on the subject of reading quizzes, a classroom strategy that poses a problem for English 
teachers committed to notions of student-centered learning.   If students are to be trusted to 
construct their own learning, the quiz seems to serve no purpose -- in fact it is counter-
productive. But Nia and I in a focus group/learning community site meeting jointly voiced a hard 
truth that often compels teachers to give reading quizzes:  
Nia: If you don't give a quiz, they won't read.  
Rebecca: I remember this one kid said this to me years ago, and it's always stuck with 
me: "You're the only class where I read the books because we had quizzes." 
Diana took an opposite point of view: 
You know what?  I've never given reading quizzes . . . But I do struggle sometimes: how 
do I ensure that they read it?  But I feel that if . . . [there's] a reading quiz, the kids . . . 
read the story for the quiz - not for reading [the text]. 
 
The issue of the potential negative effects that reading checks may have on levels of student 
engagement with texts was raised by Vinz (1996) in her conversation with a fellow teacher who 
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was a reading check proponent:  “I mean you’ve said, and I’ve seen that you want students to 
read in thoughtful ways. Is it possible that knowing they’ll have a literal quiz encourages them to 
do a literal first reading?” (Vinz, p. 192).    
Diana suggests that reading checks do indeed have a negative impact on the way that 
students read -- at least in Diana's personal experience: 
Honestly and it's like a fault of mine as a teacher.  I just remember as a kid being a reader 
– and I fucking hated those quizzes.  I hated them so much. . . It destroyed the love of 
reading for me. 
 
Those of us who know Diana know that any interruption in her love of reading was short-lived.  
Nevertheless, the passionate negativity that Diana brings to her recollection of the dreaded 
reading quizzes is something to ponder and respect.   
To Diana’s credit, she acknowledged the vexing question to which no dispositive answer 
emerged: how do I ensure that they read it?  No doubt, a young Diana would read her 
assignments with or without a promised reading check, but that is not the case with every 
student, as my informant made clear.  It is once again important to look at the sea of faces and 
not see yourself -- this is true whether you see yourself as the kid who needs the reading quiz or 
the kid who loathes it.  
Vinz (1996) notes that the question of whether or not to give reading quizzes wasn’t 
resolved in her discussion (p. 193).  This was the case in our focus group/learning community 
site discussion as well.  However, the unpacking, the reflection, and the dialogue opened up 
spaces to consider and reconsider the rationale for a historic ritual of a teaching life: the reading 
quiz.  Why do we give them?  Why do we not? Each teacher will keep mulling, keep reflecting.  
Is Everything a ‘Yes’?  Facing up to the ‘Hard No’ 
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Earlier in the Chapter, Sally considered whether there was space at the Cooperative 
School for the ‘Hard No.’ She suggested that many educators at the Cooperative School were 
reluctant to give unequivocally negative responses to students who were misbehaving. Of course, 
the question of the ‘Hard No’ arises in academic contexts as well as disciplinary ones. There are 
moments when students make mistakes (or at least students make what the teacher has deemed a 
mistake).  How does the teacher respond?  This question came into play during one of Diana’s 
classes that I was observing. Diana had just distributed a copy of William Carlos Williams' 1962 
imagist poem “The Red Wheelbarrow” to the students. 
         “The Red Wheelbarrow” 
 So much depends 
 upon      
 a red wheel 
 barrow 
 glazed with rain 
 water 
 beside the white 
  chickens.   
 
(Retrieved from: http://www.poets.org/poetsorg /poem/red-wheelbarrow).  
 
A student read the poem aloud, and the class engaged in a discussion of the poem’s meaning. 
During the course of the class discussion, a student, Lila (a pseudonym), raised her hand and 
shared her interpretation of the poem:  
Lila: I don't know. I'll probably get laughed at . . . um . . . I think that it's talking about 
being a vegetarian and why that's good --- because of the chickens.  
 
Diana: Really?  
 
Lila: That's the meaning I found because you know the red wheelbarrow could have fed 
the chickens but that's bad, stuff like that.  
Diana: All right . . . not quite following that evidence…but I do think that because this 
poem is so simple in a lot of ways . . . I want to point out that, yes, there are multiple 
ways to interpret a poem sometimes [but] you still have to have evidence for your 
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conclusions about a poem. So Lila, if you were writing a paper about this [poem] and that 
was your argument –  
Lila: No, that would not be good. (laughter).  
Diana: You would need more evidence and analysis to make that stick. So poetry doesn't 
mean a totally free pass in terms of whatever you think it is, but it is open, I think, to, I 
think, multiple perspectives.  
Although Diana acknowledges “multiple perspectives” in the interpretation of poetry, she still 
notes that "poetry doesn’t mean a totally free pass."  In this moment, she positions herself as 
expert.  When she states that Lila's evidence is not convincing, it means not convincing to Diana, 
the expert.   
 During a post-observation interview, Diana and I discussed this incident along with Sally 
who joined the discussion. (Sally walked into our meeting, and Diana invited her to stay and 
participate in the interview).  
Rebecca: This is interesting because in all of my observations I haven't really seen a 
moment where the teacher really was explicitly positioned as expert. 
Diana: Yeah. 
Rebecca: And, I mean, I am not saying it’s wrong! 
Diana: No, I know! [Laughter] 
Rebecca: How did you feel about that – about being the expert? 
Diana:  I felt good . . . I don't know when I made the switch in my teaching.  But I think 
it was really hard my first year – well, you know, first year, you're teaching students and 
you want them to be happy.  And if they're eagerly saying something, you don't want to 
embarrass them in front of the class and be like, "Nope!"  But I figured out . . . 
Sally: Just say "No." 
Diana: At some point I realized you know what?  It's easier to say “no” initially because 
then you just demystify it.  If you say no and the students . . . move on, it's okay.  No one 
is embarrassed.  That's what school is about – learning.  If you don't know something, 
you have to find out you don't know it. 
Rebecca: So why do you think you know?  Just by nature of experience? 
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Diana: Yeah.  I mean I have a lot of education and practice in interpreting literature. And 
so – yeah definitely.  I'd rather have kids learn this, especially because I feel like some 
kids get so fragile.  And if you keep never telling them that they're wrong, the first time 
they hear they're wrong they're going to . . .  [freak out]. But if you tell kids "no" and they 
know other kids hear "no," then that's what it is. 
Diana joined Sally in expressing dissatisfaction with a culture of constant “yes” in the classroom.  
Diana went on to decry the open, anything-goes standards that sometimes seem to pertain to 
literature interpretations. 
Diana: What I hate more than anything is people that have this – and I think I said 
this to the class – mistaken notion that in English as long as you backup your 
opinions that it's right.  And it's your interpretation.   
 Rebecca: You did urge her to back it up with evidence, and she did.   
 Diana: I said, "That evidence is not convincing."   
 
I recently spent a little time surfing the Internet, reading reactions to Williams' famous 
imagist poem.  Learned academics, frustrated students, and “regular” people all had a say.  Not 
surprisingly, "vegetarianism" nowhere appeared as an explanatory concept.  Nonetheless, the 
range of responses to and analyses of the poem was impressive  -- from "wheelbarrows are 
awesome!" to erudite reflections on the form of the poem.  Louise Rosenblatt (1994) tells us that 
text on the printed page is totally different than what occurs when a reader makes meaning of the 
text. Rosenblatt argues that each reader creates her own meaning. Would Rosenblatt think Diana 
might have been a little hard on Lila?  
There are so many dimensions at work here: the multiplicity and dimensionality of 
literary interpretations and the importance of a school culture where people can be called out for 
their mistakes, where it’s okay to fall or make a mistake and rise again.  There were no easy 
answers found, but the reflection and dialogue afford an opportunity to consider the ways in 
which a teacher handles student literary analyses.  One of my advisors, Randi Dickson, had her 
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own response to this incident.  She thought that it would be valuable to take the vegetarianism 
reading to the students and have them play with it.  After trying on the interpretation, the 
students perhaps would echo Diana’s final analysis: “the evidence is not convincing.” 
From Analysis to Emulation: The Power of Creativity 
Diana remarked that she enjoys, most of all, the moments when she as teacher can watch 
students take an active role in their own learning through creative activity.  After discussing 
Williams’ “The Red Wheelbarrow,” the students wrote their own emulative poems in response.   
Diana: It's fun to have them see a work of literature or a poem not as like, "What am I 
reading into this poem?” [thereby] taking the backseat, but, "I'm looking at this poem as a 
craft."  . . .For me, I find it more empowering for the students to be like:  "I'm going to 
emulate! That means I'm taking an active role rather than a more passive, observational 
role, you know?” 
In this process of emulation, students are not mere bystanders in poetic analysis -- they are 
engaging the poet's ideas through creative effort and sharing the results of that engagement 
within the small group and with the teacher.  
The Autobiography of Malcolm X and the Surprisingly Popular Vocab Quiz 
One of the lessons I observed in Diana’s classroom exemplifies many of the roles and 
modes of being that Diana takes on in the classroom. The students were in the midst of reading 
The Autobiography of Malcolm X. The class began with "welcomes" and "hellos" followed by a 
review of vocabulary words that would later in the week be featured on a weekly quiz.  The 
students then watched a clip from Spike Lee’s film Malcolm X.  
 In the post-viewing discussion, Diana was careful to invite multiple perspectives as to 
analyses of the film clip and accompanying literary text.  She reflects in a post-observation 
interview:  
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Diana: I just always want to make sure it's not like . . . I’m asking you a question [and] 
now, "Will you deliver the answer back to me?"   I'm just kind of the. . . observer, at that 
point.  Kind of making sure things are running smoothly. . .  Once in a while, If someone 
says something that's . . . whoa! whoa! like people talk about the “Muslim race” or 
something . . . we'll pause . . . "Let's talk a little about this. Let's clarify here."  
 
I asked Diana about the upcoming quiz based on vocabulary words from Malcolm X's writing.   
 
Diana: Much of our class is looking at big picture questions, and . . . analysis that's very 
hard to quantify, and so I feel like the students who are strong readers . . . just feel 
confident in themselves . . . they're the ones that participate more frequently. What I love 
about the vocab. is that it's straightforward, and I see different kinds of students getting 
excited to give the answers . . . And I just feel like it's really important for them to have a 
place in the classroom . . . It's like there's one right answer.  They feel secure in it, and I 
think that probably – coming from my background as a special educator – that's really 
important for me to recognize that.  I don't mind.  I feel like there're some teachers that 
would be like, oh, it's too black and white. 
 
Rebecca: I hear you.  
 
Diana: And it's a routine, so they know what to expect.  So I've noticed on those days 
when it's the "do-now," these kids are doing it.  Unlike some other days when it's a 
provocative question . . . like "in your notes respond to this quote or something," and 
these kids are just blah.   But when it's vocab . . . they know what to do. So providing 
some sort of stability and you know, it's very clear how to succeed in the exercise. 
 
The complexity of the roles at work in a teaching life are on display here: even within a single 
lesson; there are so many roles that Diana takes on as teacher.  There is the professional, 
regulatory teacher identity that surfaces with a vocabulary mini-lesson followed by a quiz later in 
the week.  The teacher is firmly in the seat of agency, directing what words need to be learned 
and assessing the students on this knowledge through a traditional quiz structure.   
Yet Diana makes an important point regarding the value of these quizzes beyond 
knowing the words themselves.  The students who might struggle with higher cognitive critical 
thinking have a site in which to shine when the class turns to vocabulary work.  Routines and 
rituals can provide certain students with safety and comfort.  Diana again makes an effort to 
reflect on and reach students who struggle. Within the same lesson, Diana also is “The Guide on 
the Side.”  She remarks that as the students discuss and explore the film clip from Malcolm X 
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and the accompanying literary text, she is an “observer,” an outsider watching, as the students 
engage in the discussion.  Yet the teacher as expert is still alive and well in the event that a 
student mistakenly refers to “the Muslim race," for example.  The teacher as “observer” like 
teacher as  "expert" is precarious and forever shifting.  
 
Interruption 
Connection to a Teaching Life  
 
I don’t regularly do vocabulary quizzes in my own English classes, but the conversation I 
had with Diana reminded me of the comfort of structured class rituals for those who are 
struggling with the content of a course. As a 7
th
 grade student, Math class was a constant 
struggle for me. I loathed pre-Geometry with its parallel lines and baffling transversals.  The one 
thing that saved me: my notebook.  My Math teacher had a very specific protocol for notebooks.  
We had to take extensive notes, organize these notes in a specific way and enter each day's 
homework therein.  We were graded on the notebooks as well.  This is a classic regulatory 
teacher identity.  Not only must students take notes (this reminds me of the valedictorian of my 
high school class, how she never took notes and had a focused yet dreamy countenance along 
with a mind that remembered everything).  I turned to my notebook as a dear friend.  I dutifully 
took notes every day, entered my homework as directed and kept my notebook pristine.  As hard 
as I worked, I couldn’t always control the outcome of my Math tests and quizzes. I couldn’t 
control my brain -- just simply not getting it sometimes.  Yet I had my notebook -- clear and 
complete -- a comfort as I navigated the chaotic, murky, grey waters of Math class.  My Math 
teacher once to my astonishment asked me if she could borrow my notebook over the weekend.   
She was going to a workshop and wanted to show it to other teachers.   I, of course, said yes, but 
I was puzzled: what on earth was she going to say about my notebook?  From my present  
vantage point, however, I can make a good guess. She gave a presentation that very much 
resembles Diana's spirited defense of vocab quizzes.   
 
Popular Culture: New Directions, One Direction, Whatever 
Some teachers look to shared tastes in popular culture as a path to bonding with 
students that does not trouble the zone of privacy, but other teachers are more cautious. Sally, 
for example, does not divulge her tastes in music, because she feels that the students judge one 
another on that basis and doesn't want to take sides.  Diana avoids disclosing her personal tastes 
but looks for opportunities to inject popular culture into the class in a neutral sort of way.   
Diana: I've always shared with students the connections that I can make to pop culture 
-- which are pretty meager, because for example, the other day, I was doing vocab and 
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our word was "fervor," and I wrote an example sentence, trying to make a joke, and I 
wrote: "All the students were in a fervor when the New Directions concert tickets went 
on sale."   There was great laughter as the students called out: "Do you mean One 
Direction?"   
Diana left the flawed sentence up for the rest of her classes, telling her students "whoever can 
spot the error -- it's not a grammar or vocabulary error -- but an error in pop culture reference, 
you can read the example."  The students kidded around, chiding her: "Ms. [Diana’s last name] 
forgot to double check before she put it up there."  Diana acknowledged: "I like them to see, 
okay, I'm not an expert at everything; you know what I mean?"   
It seems likely that Diana by artfully handling her pop culture error made a positive 
connection with the students, sealed by mutual laughter.  In embracing her error and playfully 
mocking her ignorance of the teenage music scene, Diana destabilizes the identity of teacher as 
“the one who knows.”  
“I wanted to be a professional” – Parameters of Self-Disclosure 
Diana’s views on teacher self-disclosure are rooted in her personal educational history. In 
response to my question regarding her views, she hearkened back to a memory of a teacher she 
had in high school:  
Diana: I've tended not to share a lot of my personal identity just because I remember 
having a high school English teacher that I loved, and she overshared all the time.  
Rebecca: What did she say?   
Diana: Oh my God! She would talk about how both her prom dates became prisoners or 
something.  She would just tell like all these crazy stories all the time, and we loved her, 
and she was smart, and I remember her being a good English teacher. But when I think 
of her, that's the first thing I think of --- her personal life and not her role . . . I didn’t 
want that to be me. I do feel like there are some students that really respond to that and 
feel – for them, it makes them feel "included.”  
But I feel like for some other students . . . Honestly, I don't know why . . . I guess it 
really comes down to: I wanted to be a professional, and I didn’t want to blur that line.  
Because I feel like there are plenty of ways that I can be personal with students without 
sharing my own life. 
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Diana’s discomfort might stem from the extremely personal nature of the teacher's disclosure. 
Zhang et al. (2007) discuss the limits that teachers themselves often impose onto self-
disclosure:  
The results of this study suggest that preservice and inservice teachers believe it 
inappropriate for teachers to self-disclose their political perspectives, religious beliefs, 
and information about their intimate relationships such as sex, marriage, or even 
illegal issues (p. 122).  
Lad Tobin (2010), who advocates limited teacher self-disclosure in the classroom, rejects a 
laundry-list approach to deciding what may or may not be disclosed, but he counsels caution 
when dealing with "issues such as religion, race and sexual history" (p. 20).   
Perhaps the disappointing prom dates and their subsequent incarceration do not 
technically qualify as "intimate relations" or "sexual history," but they are personal enough to 
give Diana pause that has lasted for a number of years.  The boundaries of self-disclosure are 
subjective but nonetheless real, and details about the teacher's life, such as bad-boy boyfriends, 
will be troubled by many as inappropriate.    
Though Diana is critical of her teacher, it is important to note that Diana’s memories of 
her teacher are quite complex.  Diana disapprovingly pointed out that when she reflects about 
her former teacher, she thinks only of the teacher's "personal life" and not the teacher's "role."  
But recall that Diana also said that the teacher was "smart" and that "we loved her" and that 
"she was a good English teacher.” It is worth considering whether the failure to remember the 
teacher's "role" is of paramount importance in light of the success that Diana otherwise 
attributes to the teacher.  In fact, is it possible that this questionable sharing by the teacher had 
something to do with the teacher's perceived success?  Conversely, is it more likely that Diana 
and the other students to their detriment were spellbound and seduced by the teacher's “crazy” 
stories rather than engaged in active learning?  
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Diana’s Converging Lines: The Professional Teacher, Scuba Diver, Collaborator, and 
Adventurer 
As our discussion progressed, it became apparent that Diana’s attitude toward teacher 
self-disclosure was more flexible than first appeared. Although Diana felt strongly that she did 
not want to overshare with students, she did, for example, make a point of telling her students 
that she had spent the prior summer working on a collaborative project in Belize with one of 
the school’s science teachers. 
Diana: I wanted students to see that teachers collaborated outside of the classroom.  I do 
want to try to make more and more connections about the work that we do -- [they are] 
not just arbitrary exercises in the walls of the classroom, and I want them to see that I 
love learning, that I love new challenges that I'm not going to let my role as an English 
teacher define who I am, that I can also be a scuba diver with the science teacher . . . 
and so I've brought that up a lot.  If I don’t do anything else with that grant, you know 
what I mean, in terms of the actual implementation of the materials, I think that alone 
was worth it, to be able to talk about that to the kids. 
In her role as a teacher, Diana refrains from disclosing deeply personal elements of her life but 
feels comfortable showing students her life as a fellow learner, encouraging them to make 
connections between the learning that occurs in spaces both within and without the classroom 
walls.  Diana also exemplifies how the role of learner connects to responsible risk-taking and 
collaboration.  These qualities are important to lifetime learning.  Diana reveals aspects of her 
personhood that may lie outside the narrow discourse that constitutes Diana’s Professional 
Teacher identity.  
Diana’s thoughtful but limited self-disclosure contributes to Diana’s pedagogic 
objectives. As previously noted, the role of professional teacher is a role that Diana reifies 
through her explicitly vocalized desire to be “a professional.”  Following Diana, I believe that 
the identity of the professional teacher is something to be valued as well as troubled.  We are 
paid to educate other people's children.  Given that awesome responsibility, an identity of  
"professional teacher" has evolved, that includes a caring and responsible attitude toward the 
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students who are in our care. A certain distance is part of that identity.  The relationship 
between the professional teacher and the student may be close, but it is not reciprocal.  We are 
not friends. There are important silences between us. 
Diana as Gate Keeper: A Gentle Shove out the Door 
Diana reflected on how she saw the evolution of her role at the Cooperative School:    
Diana: So now I feel like my role has changed [since coming to the Cooperative School].  
In my current incarnation as an English teacher . . . I feel a little bit like – not in a bad 
way, but kind of like the gatekeeper.  Not like I'm keeping kids from the gate, but I used 
to be kind of . . . I used to be a little bit of everything, and I always felt confident in my 
ability to help students with a lot of things.   
I’m still teaching my students how to advocate for themselves but in a different way.  I 
feel some of them are so overanxious that I’m telling them like instead of always coming 
and asking your teachers and asking people for help . . . what could you do? . . . I really 
want the kids to be not always looking for the gold star or the pat on the head.  It’s like: 
“Listen.  Some day you’re going to be like a person in the world, not in the classroom, 
and you have to learn how to address [these things] yourself.”  So that’s been an 
interesting shift.  
Diana’s comments seem a frank but caring kick in the pants to a generation sometimes reluctant 
to face the daunting challenges of adulthood.  Be self-reliant. Be energetic. Wake up and seize 
the day. Note that this role of gatekeeper is in contrast to the role of parent and psychologist that 
Diana hearkened to when working at her first school, where the students were not as privileged 
as are students at the Cooperative School.  Diana’s remarks call to mind a graduation speech; it 
might also be read as a farewell.  
Indeed, shortly after the conclusion of this study, Diana crossed the ocean to be with her 
partner.  She lives there, working full-time as a writer. Before she left, she reflected on one of the 
most memorable characteristics of her teaching life:  
 
I remember my very first year of teaching having this realization that probably one of the 
favorite things I like about teaching is just exposing students . . . not asking them, or 
assessing them or anything like that.  I just like being: “Hey, look at this, this is cool.  
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This is important.  This might change the way you think about the world you live in.” So 
that's like one thing I take with me. 
Nia’s Metaphor for Her Role as Teacher in the Classroom 
“I think of myself as an orchestra leader because you’ve got the trumpets, you’ve got the flutes, 
and then you’ve got the basses.  But then you’re in charge of making it work together.  If you can 
pull them together as a group, then in that moment, when they actually hear one another and gel, 
it is so beautiful.” 
Nia has been teaching at the Cooperative Middle School for fifteen years. She is a deeply 
sensitive and reflective educator, constantly reflecting on her practices and considering the ways 
in which she can improve  and grow as a teacher and as a person.  I have known Nia for over a 
decade.  She was an important mentor to me when I began teaching.  I am struck by the 
authenticity of Nia’s teaching life.  She is distinctly and clearly herself whether she is teaching, 
talking to colleagues in the halls or chatting at Sunday brunch.  
Nia’s metaphor speaks to her passion.  What you cannot see just reading the words of 
Nia’s metaphor is her accompanying voice speaking these words aloud.  After she said the word 
“trumpet” for example, there was an “ahh” noise Nia made. I am not doing it justice here, but 
there was real music accompanying her words.  In her metaphor, you can see Nia’s regard for 
student collaboration (“making it work together” and “when they actually hear each other and 
gel”).  Yet within this student agency, the teacher is director, the teacher is leader.  There is a 
blend of student and teacher agency; the goal is that students and teacher make music together.  
Here is Nia as she names some of the roles she takes on in the classroom.  She has no 
easy answers to give.  Yet through a slice of Nia’s teaching life, I believe that we can see the 




A Mortal Amongst the Gods: Nia Considering Her Role as Expert 
Of the participating teachers, Nia is the most self-deprecating and the most adamant 
about her status as a non-expert: 
Nia: I'm very aware of my faults, and they really are actually hard faults to 
establish authority with because I have a very bad memory . . . I don't remember 
the names of grammar things.   
In her explicit linking of knowledge to authority, Nia aligns herself with Michel Foucault who 
famously made the connection of knowledge to power, a fundamental tenet of contemporary 
philosophy that influenced Judith Butler (Kirby, 2006, p. 40).  But, with all due respect to Lacan 
and Nia, do Nia’s self-described shortcomings, e.g. her faulty recollection of grammar 
terminology, really matter?  After all, “Guides on the Side” are not expected to know all the 
answers.  In fact, if we are being honest here, no one knows all of the answers.  What may be 
more valuable than a Gradgrind-like knowledge of "facts" is the teacher's ability to tell when 
things are going wrong and her creativity in implementing strategies for fixing things.    
Nia elaborates on her self-perceived academic deficiencies:  
 
I hate academic writing and teacher writing.  I hate it.  So I'm trying to conquer that.  And 
I feel – I didn’t have good schooling like you . . . I didn’t go to very good schools or a 
high quality college. . . So I don’t have any classics under my belt. So I'm trying to like, 
buffer my lack of a good education . . . I had great teachers, but I missed so many basic 
texts that most people have had, and I can't talk to people who are actually English 
majors from like, Columbia.  I don’t even know what they're talking about, I feel out of 
their league.  
  
Nia may be (and in my opinion clearly is) overstating the differences between herself and her 
peers regarding academic history and mastery of content knowledge.  Nevertheless, Nia's views 
on her self-perceived deficits impact the way she sees her role as a teacher at the Cooperative 
School.  Of course, each of us, each teacher, has faults and deficiencies, some related to content 
knowledge (Nia's problem with grammatical terms) and some otherwise (I am a bad speller, for 
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example).  Both Nia and I, as it happens, disclose these faults to our students, but Nina's 
emphasizes -- perhaps overemphasizes -- her perceived deficiencies to a degree that is striking.  I 
saw an example of Nia’s explicit identification with the non-expert label during one of my visits 
to her class.  During this particular observation, Nia was leading the students through a lesson on 
grammar. (In such situations, Nia playfully asserted in a post-observation interview that she 
takes on the role of "English Schoolmarm").   During the course of the class period, the students 
reviewed concepts such as sentence predicates and subjects. At one point during the observation, 
Nia noted to the class that there are “two main categories [of nouns] . . . some nouns are 
concrete, and some are abstract.”  A student jumped in and remarked that he believes that there 
are actually four types of nouns.  Nia replied with a rhetorical question:  
Are there more than concrete and abstract? I will check with the gods of grammar. [Nia 
leafs through a grammar book, as she speaks] . . . The problem with the gods of grammar 
is they fight with each other, and then you don’t know who's right . . . The gods of 
grammar are not speaking in this book, so we’re just going to pretend that I’m right. 
In dramatically "consulting" as a "mere mortal" with the “gods of grammar,” Nia links herself 
with the students as a fellow learner separate and apart from the experts.  
After the grammar review in the observed class, the students moved on to analyzing 
individual sentences from the whole-class text, Richard Wright’s Black Boy.  Nia started this 
activity by writing on the board a sentence from the book that she had analyzed grammatically 
herself.  She shared with the class:   
I learned grammar by diagramming sentences, which I think is really cool because you 
basically have to know how things relate to each other, like what is describing what in a 
sentence . . . but unfortunately, that meant that I never learned the actual, official 
grammatical terms for a lot of stuff, so I have a little trouble teaching it, to be honest. So I 
did my best trying to figure out what the main subject and the main predicate were for 
this sentence and then I asked the gods of grammar in this school [certain English 
teachers at the Cooperative School who have been awarded this designation by Nia]. 
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In this moment, Nia again discloses to the students her educational history, including its 
perceived deficiencies and explicitly tells the class that she feels discomfort about those 
deficiencies.  Surely, most of us from time to time find ourselves not knowing something that we 
feel that we really should know and feeling attendant discomfort, particularly if our deficiency is 
apparent to others. Nia, as she admits uncertainty and tells her students that she consulted with 
“the gods of grammar,” provides a model of candor and self-possession that could aid any of us 
at such times.   
Nia goes on to tell the class, somewhat gleefully, that when she conferred with the "gods 
of grammar" with regard to the open grammatical question before the class, the "gods" disagreed 
with one another as to the subject of the sentence.    
Nia playfully shows her students that even the “gods of grammar” are fallible humans, 
arguing with one another, capable of mistakes.  Thus the identity of "Teacher as Expert" receives 
another body blow in Nia's class.  The incident also calls to mind the insight that Sally, another 
participant, shared in a previous chapter:  English is a murky subject on which to stand as 
“expert."  
By the way, in regard to the earlier grammar debate between Nia and her student, my 
consultation with my own "gods of grammar" confirmed that both Nia and her student can claim 
that they were right.  Nia is right in that concrete nouns (something you can touch, see or feel 
with your five senses) and abstract nouns (any other noun) do in fact constitute a binary.  There 
is no "third" group.  There are, however, different categories of nouns as well, that her student 
may be thinking about, such as proper nouns and common nouns, countable nouns and non-
countable nouns.   
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Nia Responds to Sally: "What to Do When Walking Amongst the Desks?” 
 
Earlier in this paper, Sally recalled her unease as a new teacher adjusting to an 
environment committed to student-centered learning.   Sally knew that she was “supposed to” 
walk around the classroom, but she was bothered by a fundamental question: “What exactly am I 
supposed to do between the desks?" In a focus group/learning community cite of study 
participants, Nia provided a concrete answer, describing a classroom strategy by which the 
teacher can play an integral role in small group learning contexts.   
Nia: You walk around, and you don’t interact.  You just observe.  You take notes.  These 
are quotes [of student voices] or things that you see that students do.  How is it [what the 
students are doing] a good thing?  How is it a negative thing?  What can we do to work 
on this?. . . [You] take notes.  You don’t interact, and then at the end of class you read 
them out. . .  I use names . . . But I make it a problem-solving thing. . . “Oh I noticed that 
Nancy (pseudonym) said that she really wanted to draw, and nobody said anything to her 
. . . What could we do when someone is offering to do something in a group? Oh, and I 
noticed that Patrick (pseudonym) reiterated the task to everybody in the form of a 
question. [Then] he said: ‘Okay.  So what we’re supposed to do is this, this and this,’ and 
then everyone nodded, and they got to work. So [Patrick] played this role of making sure 
everyone understood the tasks.”  It was amazing how many notes you could take. 
Nia's passionate belief in the power of observation in the teaching process is likely grounded in a 
pivotal moment in her personal history. 
I remember I used to take gymnastics [as a fourth grader], and I remember the day that I 
started getting good at gymnastics. . .we had to sit along the edge of the mat and one by 
one go diagonally and do whatever.  We would do the somersault, do the handstand, and 
I was so bored.  I was like, "I have to sit here, and I hardly move at all," because I was a 
mover and I hated sitting.  Then, one day, I'm just like, "Oh, maybe I should watch what 
they're doing," which is like a, "Duh."  But the second I did that, it was a shocking 
revelation.  When I watch and say, 'Oh, I can see why she fell to the right and then why 
she fell to the left,’ I start analyzing every single person.  Then, when I did it, I was a 
thousand times better . . . And then I wasn't bored, either, right?. . . I was just thinking 
about how it's a physical lesson, but that's what feedback is.  It's actually less about what 
you say to someone else than what you learn from watching other people. 
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Nia's remembered epiphany points to the power of observation in the context of what kids can 
learn from kids.   Nia then extends this insight to a teacher role in which the teacher is watching 
and learning.  
Nia: That's the thing about my new thing about teaching:  I don't let them struggle at 
home.  Let them struggle in front of you.  Let's struggle together, and I'm going to watch.  
I'm going to go table to table and watch them struggle, and I'm going to think: "Well, 
okay, so what does that person need?"  They need to learn, but they need to learn from 
each other, too, so I'm trying to get at that.  So when you read other people's pieces, 
you're not only helping them, but you're thinking, "Oh, look at where they're going, 
where they're having trouble and what can I do differently now?"  
Nia’s anecdote reveals a student-centered classroom model of learning in which the 
learner/teacher is a close, careful observer; the teacher is not at the front of the room, talking; she 
is watching and listening.  Yetta M. Goodman and Kenneth S. Goodman (1990) describe 
"teacher as kid watcher" in the context of the whole language movement, a teacher description 
that seems fully applicable to Nia's classroom goals:  
The teacher is a kid watcher.  The whole-language teacher is skilled at observing kids at 
play and at work, knowing where they are developmentally, and seeing the naturally 
occurring zones of proximal development . . . whole-language teachers know how to 
detect the evidence of what learners are ready to do and when, with support (p. 236).  
The teacher as kid watcher is in direct contrast to the traditional classroom model where students 
are often the ones who sit, watching, maybe listening, maybe not and where the decision of what 
comes next for each student and when is pre-arranged by the teacher.  
I think it useful to review Nia's "walk around" in detail.  During the "walk around" time, 
she silently observes the small groups, as the students strive to construct their own learning.  
Importantly, she does not engage the students as they collaboratively process their work.  At 
first, Nia seems to be readying herself for the role of facilitator.  Note, however, that after the 
walk-around, it is Nia, the teacher, who leads the discussion by selecting moments to unpack in a 
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whole-class discussion, thus keeping alive the notion of the regulatory teacher in a "teaching as 
usual" environment.  
It is also significant, that the examples that Nia gives of the comments and questions she 
directs to the class have a firm focus on collaborative norms and behaviors rather than content 
goals.  In addition, the teacher's comments are often phrased as a question, e.g., "So what could 
we do when someone is offering to do something in a group?" Nia seems more interested in the 
process by which learning is constructed than she is in any specific achievement-oriented 
mastery.  Through a carefully constructed process of observation and discussion, Nia cultivates a 
classroom marked both by space for student agency and space for the teacher's feedback. The 
binary of “Sage on the Stage” / “Guide on the Side” and the binary of "Student-Centered 
Classroom" / "Teacher-Centered Classroom” are again disrupted, as Nia both constructs and 
destabilizes multiple roles.   
How to Be a Kid Watcher  
A question arises: what are some concrete ways that can help the teacher to perceive and 
detect what each student needs?  Nia articulates one such strategy that she uses in her classroom:  
This year my co-teacher and I have been stepping back; so instead of saying “Here’s a 
chapter.  Read and answer my questions,” we’ll say: “Here’s a chapter, photocopied, so 
you can write on it.  "I want you to read it and annotate it and take Cornell Notes [double-
entry journal notes] on it.  This is how you do it”. . . and then let them do it.  And then we 
[my co-teacher and I] walk among the desks, and we watch them do it, and we take mad 
notes on what they’re doing well and what they’re struggling with so that we can actually 
see it happen. And then we talk afterwards, and we compare notes . . .we look at what 
they actually have and look at what’s going on, and we’re like okay, so now what do we 
need to do?  What’s next?  And we just let their actual work drive our next lesson.  It’s 
really time-consuming and frustrating.  Because you think maybe, in your head, you think 
it went great because you had a great discussion, but like the proof’s in the pudding.  
Nia refers to the role of the teacher in the context of this protocol as "stepping back.” But is it?  
The teacher has given the students the text and the directions to take Cornell Notes and has told 
them how to do it. That sounds a lot like “teaching as usual.” Nevertheless, Nia is striving, 
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however imperfectly, to be the “detective of the human soul," to borrow a phrase from the 
Cooperative High School principal: Nia is observing the students’ response to the reading and to 
the lesson and using their observed difficulties to “drive” the next lesson.  That is not a small 
thing. 
Nia as the Brave, Vulnerable, Pants-Down Reader  
During our third and final focus group/learning community site meeting, the 
participants and I reflected on excerpts from Sheridan Blau’s "Performative Literacy: The 
Habits of Mind of Highly Literate Learners.” Blau is a staunch advocate of "cold reading," 
sometimes dubbed "pants-down reading," in which teachers and students read an unfamiliar, 
difficult text (often a poem) and attempt to make meaning together (Blau, 2003a, p. 22).   
Of the participants, only Nia currently incorporates the principles of cold reading as an 
integral part of her classroom life.   The variant of pants-down reading that Nia and her co-
teacher Joe (a pseudonym) employ is what she and Joe call "think-alouds." They find the process 
useful when confronting complex texts, e.g., significant historical documents that they want the 
class to digest.  In the think-aloud, the teacher reads a challenging text with the class and speaks 
"out loud" the processes by which he/she is constructing meaning. Nia allows that when her 
partner Joe first suggested the process, she was reluctant ("I don't know how to think out loud!”). 
Nevertheless, she went along with Joe's suggestion, keeping in mind her goal: "how to help them 
understand higher level texts . . . to have the skills to attack them and not be intimidated and not 
get bored.”  Nia gives an example of how she might respond to a difficult text in class:  
For a really hard text that we want to grapple with -- and we've been giving the really 
hard stuff . . . we honestly don't know what all of it means!  [I'll say:]  "Okay how do I 
tackle this so I can take it piece by piece?' or "That's a really long sentence, and I've got 
to chunk it!"  With historical documents, they write really long sentences!    
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Nia's fellow participants pushed Nia on whether the texts were in fact pure cold reads, 
that is texts totally unknown to Nia and Joe.  Nia confirmed that this was often the case, and she 
explained the rationale for the exercise:     
We want to throw ourselves off guard.  Joe will pick one and then give it to me, and I'll 
do it in front of them.  Joe and I take turns.  We do it, all the time, on purpose, because 
we do all these moves as readers that we're not aware of, and the only time you're aware 
of them is when the text is so hard that you are forced to struggle.  And these kids  . . . 
don't know the moves.  
I'll just turn to him [Joe]. "I don't know what that means.  What do you think it means?"  
And then we'll try to figure it out, and we'll make theories, and we'll look back at the 
sentence.  And we'll even notice that there are all these [conjunctions].  They don't 
understand conjunctions very well, so they'll miss "buts" and "sos" and we'll say: "  "Oh 
my gosh what do you see?"  And they're like, "We see a 'but!'" 
The hope is that as the students listen to the teachers thinking out loud, the students will begin to 
figure out how to process complex texts "in their own heads."  
The views of Nia's fellow-participants toward think-alouds were mixed.  Isabel, for one, 
whole-heartedly applauded the concept: "I love pants-down reading!”  Isabel has in the past 
experimented with a podcast in which she exposes to students the steps she takes in analyzing a 
challenging work of art and plans to expand her utilization of pants-down concepts.  
Diana did not seem enthusiastic but did allow, "It seems authentic."  Sally, on the other 
hand, was totally unimpressed: "I'm wondering what the benefit is."  Nia was ready with a 
response: "I want them to know how messy it is."   
Respecting the Agency of Students: “I was really happy that they told me what they were 
more interested in…” 
 
Nia relates a story from her past that may explain the care with which Nia structures class 
assignments and the regard she shows for individual student agency:   
Nia: I remember this teacher; she really wanted to do a debate on abolitionism.  And I 
read a lot of the books just for fun, like I read this whole book about Harriet Tubman, and 
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I knew all of this information. And so she gave a project where you could . . . write a 
story or you could do a poem or you could do a picture book or you could be in the 
debate, and I couldn't interact with my peers because they were torturing me [Note: 
Melissa was experiencing significant social problems as discussed below], so I didn’t 
want to do a debate.  And so I did a story . . . I just loved my story.  It's probably 
ridiculous, but I loved it. . . I pretended I was with Harriet Tubman, and I imagined what 
it would be like to be on the Underground Railroad, and I pretended I was like running 
away with her. I felt so happy about my story, and I turned it in, and she gave me a 90, 
but everybody who was in the debate like, got extra credit and got a 100, and then she 
wrote on my paper, “Well, you have to learn to take risks and put yourself out there.” She 
kind of slapped me for – spanked me for - not being adventurous and risk taking enough 
and kind of took it out of my grade.  So it's just a funny little thing where I realized like if 
you're giving options - they  should be real options.  
The fact that this painful event is so fresh in Nia's memory suggests what can happen when the 
agency of students is disrespected by the teacher.  Perhaps this history factors into the care with 
which Nia regards issues of student agency.   On a visit to Nia's class, I found evidence of the 
important contributions students can make to classroom discourse. In one of the lessons I 
observed, Nia brought to class several gourds in various shapes and colors.  In our later post-
observation interview, Nia described the overall objective of the lesson:  "Don't rely on the 
clichés in your head to describe things."  Nia urged the students to "really see what's in front of 
you, challenge yourself to find the words that will capture what you see, not just what [words] 
you expect to say or what other people expect you to say."    
Originally, Nia intended to have the students write so-called "Pumpkin Poems" -- the 
students would select and describe a gourd using poetry.  This is what they had done in years 
past.  In class, however, the students pushed Nia to expand the category of acceptable texts 
beyond the genre of poetry. Nia acquiesced, and the results were original and engaging.  One 
student, for example, wrote in the form of a doctor’s note describing the characteristics presented 
by the doctor's gourd-patient.  Another student wrote a monologue in which she appropriated the 
voice of a British eccentric relating to the gourd.   
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Nia observed: "I had always done poems, and I was really happy that they told me what 
they were more interested in, and so I'm going to do that from now on . . . give them more 
options."  Nia also noted that the students had the freedom to write with other people or to write 
independently, and they were comfortable with the choice no matter what they chose.  "I didn't 
see anyone just dropping out."   
On the Lookout: “I definitely don’t ever want that kid who's suffering to be unseen.” 
Coincidentally, Nia's class was undergoing stress at the time the gourd lesson was 
presented.  The class was small. A number of students had been pulled out to participate in a 
special program, for which they had applied and been accepted.  Nia feared that perhaps the 
remaining students may have felt like: 
the rejects, you know . . . the leftovers, and they didn't have cohesion as a group. So I was 
happy that they actually had a lot of cohesion. . . they listened to each other's poems, and 
they all gave each other feedback.  It was like a complete cycle of writing, collaborating, 
brainstorming, sharing, celebrating, and I think it was nice that they were able to do it 
together. 
Nia's concern for the cohesion of her group is a characteristic that showed up frequently in our 
talks and in the classes I observed.  During one of the observed classes, a couple of students 
exchanged mocking glances as a third student was sharing her gourd-inspired piece.  Nia 
reflected:  
I saw "mean" in that lesson.  I saw them kind of mocking and laughing at Marie (a 
pseudonym), and I feel protective of her because she's like a student who's slightly 
overweight, in that awkward stage of growth, but really creative and really unafraid. . .  I 
don't think she cared, or she didn't pick up on it, and I don't think they were outright 
about it, but I [felt,] "Oh, that's what you're going to do?  You're going to look at your 
friend across the room and crack up when someone is putting themselves out there?" 
 Then I [thought], "What am I going to do about that?". . .I've just been kicking my butt, 
because you can't make someone be nice. You can make them act nice, and I've been 
addressing it one by one with them and getting them to fix their face, but it just still hurts 
me that they aren't interested in it.  
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In my initial interview with Nia, she recounted to me that she herself experienced social 
difficulties in school. "I was kind of exiled in fifth grade, and I never recovered from that." Nia 
notes that her teachers never noticed her struggles, perhaps because Nia was academically 
strong.  This history likely accounts for Nia's vigilance about similar issues that arise with 
respect to her students.  Another factor may be her mother's history. Affected by severe dyslexia, 
Nia's mother was deemed "stupid" until a special teacher intervened and helped her realize her 
potential as a writer. Nia acknowledges her mother's significant influence in shaping her life as a 
teacher and otherwise. Nia sums up her attitudes toward her struggling students:    
Well, I definitely don’t ever want that kid who's suffering to be unseen, and I don't want 
kids who don’t fit in to feel like they're alone. . . Yeah, and I want kids to not be 
sleepwalking through their life . . . I want them to care.  I cared about school and I want 
them to feel like it's okay to be nerdy and to care [laughter].   
Nia's Self-Disclosure: "They Remember It." 
Unlike Diana and Sally, Nia is ready and willing to share aspects of her personhood 
with her students.  When I asked Nia if she kept silent on parts of her identity, she replied 
straight away: “No drugs, no sex,” a parameter Nia had worked out with a teacher colleague in 




 grade students taught lessons to 
7th graders relating to topics such as bullying, smoking, and friendship. Though Nia finds all 
other issues negotiable, that does not mean anything goes.  Rather, Nia will evaluate the 
possible disclosure in context and make a decision.   
Nia has personal experience with the downsides of indiscriminate disclosure regarding 
personal aspects of the lives of teachers. She gives an account of an incident that highlights the 
damage that can result when students seek to weaponize personal teacher information: 
Nia: I just found a little note in a desk, and I was an early [young] teacher, so they were 
still being a little snarky, and I had a really snarky class.  And they decided to write a 
newsletter, making fun of all of their teachers. Every article was like making fun of Ms. 
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Jones (a pseudonym) and the fact that she had a hair in her mole. . . they made fun of 
everybody.  And the one for me was: "Ms. Smith (a pseudonym): Pregnant and 
Unmarried.  Is she a bad role model for her students?"  And then there's a pretend 
editorial article underneath that, and, interestingly enough, the article represented both 
sides of the argument. It was actually very well written! (Laughter). And I never 
addressed it. . . .I was too young.  I would now, but I didn’t then.    
 
The incident brings to mind that there are aspects of our personhood that need not be disclosed 
because they are on display with our bodies.  My change in hair color that elicited negative 
feedback from one of my students did not have to be "disclosed." It simply existed as a 
perceivable reality. Someone's age is in a middle zone.  We can guess, but the actual age is 
often a point of curiosity.  Nia had told the students that she was unmarried, but her pregnant 
body as time went on was something that was made manifest rather than something that need 
be “disclosed.”  
When faced with the newsletter challenging the appropriateness of her unmarried-
while-pregnant status, Nia kept her cool and did not invoke the regulatory teacher options that 
were available to her in the face of problematic student behavior.  Nia partly attributes this 
reticence to the fact that she was a young, new teacher when this occurred.  Perhaps this 
reticence might also stem from the fact that Nia is simply very open to sharing aspects of her 
personal life with her students. She has disclosed:  
how it felt to be pregnant, and I talked about my daughter being born and her stopping 
breathing.  I don’t plan to do it; I don’t do it on purpose. Sometimes I share things like 
that– that I guess kind of slip out. 
Nia does not purposefully introduce a discourse of self-disclosure that troubles the normative 
teacher identity.  Rather she permits herself to disregard the normative teacher identity discourse 
to the extent that her personhood somehow “slips out.”  
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I asked Nia how she perceived the students reactions to such disclosures.  Nia responded: 
"They write me letters like, years later, and say ‘I remember when you said this.’ They remember 
it."  Nia starts each year with a significant item of self-disclosure:  
I have a free write that I read the kids at the beginning of every year, and it's just me 
saying I miss Minnesota, and I miss seeing trees, and I complain that the life here is so 
hard, and I talk about being in the subway and how dirty it is.  And then I jump to how 
I was at the Minnesota State Fair with Frank (a pseudonym), [Nia's husband], and he 
says: "There are no black people at this fair."  And then I suddenly realize -- in my 
free write, I suddenly realize that I would rather be on a city street in New York City, 
because all of the faces are different there.  And then after I read that, they always 
clap, like every time.  And their whole faces just like open up, and they're just like --- I 
don't know, they feel it.   
Nia's free write is uncommonly powerful and self-revealing.  She discloses that she misses the 
home of her youth and has ambivalent feelings about her new home.   The free write also 
models collaboration -- her husband (himself, a black man) contributes to Nia's epiphany.  Most 
importantly, through this writing and reading, Nia reveals what she values -- the diversity of 
faces and experiences, both in her city and in her classroom.    
Nia and Joe -- The Odd Couple -- Difficulties of a Partnership 
 
Nia and Joe are co-teachers in the classroom, a common arrangement at the Cooperative 
School.  Though their respective assignments differ, i.e., Nia is the English (in this case, 
Humanities) Content teacher and Joe is the Special Educator who gives support to  students with 
special needs, in fact, Nia and Joe run the class together as a team.  We have seen how the think-
alouds, though at first a point of contention, became a bedrock of Joe and Nia's class.  Some 
issues are not so easily resolved.  One major problem that challenges the partnership is that Joe 
in the classroom tends to rely on hard, cold facts and lots of them, while Nia searches for an 
appropriate narrative.   
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During one of my observations of Nia’s classroom, she began the class period with a 
story from her own life:  
 
So I've got to tell you an embarrassing moment in my life to start out this unit . . .  I’m 
supposedly Catholic, but I went to this weird hippie church that talked about what’s 
wrong with the world, feminist issues, political stuff . . . The priest was always getting 
arrested because he was protesting nuclear war in front of a nuclear plant and ending up 
in jail, so one day he invited someone who was a union organizer and also a political 
person for [National Organization of Women] . . . She was bad-ass, she was really tough 
and strong, she told us how important it is to vote.  And I was this cynical teenager . . . I 
turned to my mom, and I’m like “I don’t even know why anyone votes . . . because it 
doesn’t even matter who you vote for, like no one is going to change anything.” And my 
mom said, “Oh, that’s interesting, honey, why don’t you tell her that afterwards?” . . . 
There’s this long line of people who want to meet her.  I wait in line with my little 
attitude, and then I tell her: "I don’t know why anyone votes.  It doesn’t matter. Nothing 
is going to change.”   
 
And she’s like “How old are you? . . .  What do you know about the history of your 
country?” I’m like: “Nothing.” [She said:] “Do you understand that your grandfathers, 
and your grandmothers, and your great-grandparents, changed this world by taking the 
ultimate risk and going on strike and saying that it was not okay to be treated like crap by 
corporations and by organizations . . . and they put their lives on the line . . . they 
changed the world.  And they made it so there is an eight hour day, and they made it so 
there was a minimum wage, and they made it so we have workers’ compensation, and 
social security.  They did that for you, and they did that by protesting, and they did that 
by voting, and you have to honor that, and you have to believe that change is possible 
because if you don’t believe change is possible and that they sacrificed for you then they 
just wasted their time.” And I felt so ashamed . . . I realized you really have to know a lot 
about history before you shoot your mouth off and that we do have to believe that change 
is possible.  So today we are going to learn about those workers that she was talking 
about.   
 
In our post-observation interview following this lesson, Nia discussed the back-story to 
the class I had observed:  
We had done this lesson already with our other class, and it had kind of gone down.  It 
was a flop.  It was really dead, and we were like really passionate about labor history, and 
we just think it’s intrinsically [laughs] interesting, and the kids were just: “Oh, yeah, 
yeah, ten thousand people struck, why do I have to read this?” putting their heads down.  
[Laughs]  
Joe and I were so sad afterwards, and we said:  “What do we need to say so they 
understand what a big deal this is?” and Joe said "We need more facts and data,” because 
that’s his modality.  And I said: “We should make it more personal, we should tell more 
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stories. “ And I said: “I’m just going to tell them about the time when I got my ass kicked 
by this woman in church, you know?"  And  . . . he kind of rolled his eyes.  It was like, 
“Yeah, I don’t know, why are you going to tell that?”  He didn’t understand my story. 
But because he left the room [Joe had to leave and was not present in class for the 
beginning of the class period], I’m like, “Oh, I’ll go tell my story!”  [Laughter].  
As a witness to the lesson, I agree with Nia that her story contributed to the success of the lesson.  
The power of narrative was affirmed.  As Nia said, in closing:  "That woman, I thought about her 
for the rest of my life."   
   Facts versus Stories: Ongoing Tensions 
Nia recounts the ongoing struggles that occasionally threaten her partnership with Joe and 
the occasional rapprochements she and Joe enjoy" 
Nia: It’s one of our tensions [as teaching partners]. I create narratives, and he thinks 
that’s very passive and that they need to create their own narratives based on evidence. 
So, I understand that but every time I tell a story, he, like, checks out.  He doesn’t like 
stories, [it's his] his mentality, he doesn’t like them.  He likes being in charge of his own 
learning . . . A story makes you give up agency and buy into someone else’s agency, and 
he really resists that as a human being, which is why he’s so smart. He needs to learn it 
his way, in his own way.  He needs to look for the facts himself.   
Rebecca: The other participants and myself included, you know, we’ll check in . . . with 
our Special Ed partners, but what’s so interesting is that I feel like you position yourself 
really as a true collaborator.  You are a team and that brings up struggle.  I mean it’s 
beautiful, but it also brings up struggle.  
When I asked Nia where, if at all, she struggled as a teacher, her answer reverted to the 
partnership tensions: 
I'm very verbal, and I like to tell stories, and I like to do things with my [class] –through 
storytelling and through speaking and try to capture their attention. When I teach 
inclusion [Note: a class that is co-taught with a special educator that includes students 
with special needs] and I have kids with Attention Deficit Disorder or who have verbal 
processing issues . . . and they may kind of suffer in my class a little bit . . .  When I'm 
teaching with Joe, who's very aware of that and who also has ADD [Attention Deficit 
Disorder], he like, comes forward when I'm talking [laughter] and then he like pushes me 
to transition. 
 
The only thing that’s frustrating to me is that he’ll disrupt my narratives because he 
doesn’t get it.  It doesn’t work for him, and he doesn’t see their value sometimes. So 
that’s the only thing that’s frustrating to me. I can see the value of his, but I don’t think 
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he always sees the value of mine. But it’s great.  Yeah, you’re right.  It is a struggle -– it’s 
constantly thinking, “I like, my way but [there are] other ways of learning.  Like it’s 
really helping me understand a whole set of kids that learn like him." 
 
Despite the tension, Nia looks back on moments of rapprochement: 
 
 It's all good, and sometimes, I'm like: "Yeah, you're right that sucked" and [laughs] 
 sometimes he's like: "You're right, that was awesome!"  
Nia's Coda: The Challenge to Be Open and Brave  
Nia's reflection on the roles that she takes on in the classroom is consistently marked by 
vulnerability and honesty, none more significant to me than the way she views her self-described 
role as non-expert. I asked Nia whether the comfort with vulnerability she exudes was something 
she grew into or whether it was there from the start.  
Nia: I've made really stupid mistakes. I've actually had to just figure out how to handle 
that, like there have been times when I actually gave completely wrong information in 
class, just wrong, like wrong in a fundamental way. And then I go home and think it over 
and be like, "Oh, my gosh! And so now what am I going to do?"  But what I learned from 
that is that the kids are just so forgiving and they like that.  It didn't take me long to figure 
out that that was okay, and they would accept that, and we could all make mistakes 
together, and they would correct me, and I'd correct them. 
 
Nia referenced a text that highlights the importance of honesty and courage: honesty about who 
you are and courage to engage the world as you find it. 
I always start out the year, especially when I teach by myself, which I'm not right now, 
just teaching the students how to free write.  And I teach from Natalie Goldberg's book 
Writing Down the Bones, and in that book, she says that you just have to be yourself and 
be honest about your real thoughts and own them and acknowledge them and 
acknowledge what's really happening to you, what you see and hear and smell and feel 
and taste and care about and come back to.  
You have to be brave and open yourself up to the world, too.  And no one asks students 
to do that, and so I want to.  I want to ask them, just open yourself up and be brave.  And 
I want to give them an outlet to do that.  So that's like the first goal and then I just want 
them to find a way to care about things that they maybe think are boring and not 
connected to them, just really to see that they matter and how they feel matters and how 
they fit into the world matters, and that they should care about things. And that they need 
to care about other people and they have to care about people whose voices are 
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suppressed. Listen to them and listen to each other.  So it's all about like just being open 
and caring.  
Goldberg's call to be brave, to be open and to care about others is not only advice for Nia to pass 
on to students.  She has made it the cornerstone of her teaching life.    
Isabel’s Metaphors for Her Role as Teacher in the Classroom 
“Sometimes if I am lucky, I get to show that I am a learner/student, that I struggle and fail, and 
rise again, that I write and revise and agonize over my choices.  I am working to reveal that role 
more because I think modeling is hugely instructive.” 
“Another role I like to inhabit is the coach/cheerleader.  I create situations that the students 
need to grapple with and then urge them on as they work through.”  
Isabel is perhaps the most complex of the participants in the multiplicity of roles she 
takes in the classroom.  We will see a teaching life that complexifies roles normally viewed as 
binaries, such as “Sage on the Stage” versus “Guide on the Side" and student-centered pedagogy 
versus teacher-centered pedagogy.  Isabel continually impresses me with the wealth of reflection 
with which she considers the roles she takes on as a teacher in the classroom.  Every question I 
asked, every move Isabel took in the classroom was accompanied by deep reflection and a 
passionate desire to grow as an educator.  The complex, layered roles at work in Isabel’s 
teaching life caused me and the other participants to think and stretch as educators.  Isabel’s 
wealth of experience (when I collected data, she was in the midst of her 27
th
 year of teaching!) 
and her wealth of reflection afforded us all so much.   
Teacher as Expert - "I Know this Secret." 
Isabel enthusiastically endorses and implements student-centered pedagogy but also 
unabashedly positions herself to the students as expert.  Very much like Diana, however, Isabel 
is careful to present her expert status only in the context of practice and experience rather than 
acumen:  
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I say that to them – I've said that to them more than once.  Like I know this because I'm 
50 not because I'm smarter.  Right?  I've been just doing this longer and focused on it 
longer.  And so when you're 50, if you keep working on it, you're going to be amazing, 
much better than I am.   
Despite Isabel’s emphasis on the teacher as fellow-learner, and despite her clear 
intellectual preference for the student-centered classroom, Isabel nonetheless confesses her 
attachment to the role of teacher as dispenser of knowledge:  
Too often still I’m the talker, the doer of the work, and they sit and perhaps receive.  I 
find the role seductive because I’m used to being a good student, so even though I know 
that’s problematic, I know it’s a tendency. . . So it’s not a good role that I take on, but it’s 
a role that I definitely take on.  And like I try, I fight myself to not take that on.  But it’s 
so seductive, so easy just to be like the good student.  
Isabel's self-knowledge and candor is impressive.  Isabel allows that the "teacher as talker" is not 
a good role, but she admits that she is "seduced" by it.  Significantly, Isabel alludes to her past as 
an academic achiever.  The classroom of Isabel's youth, like all classrooms, was a complex site 
of power relations and discourse where participants constituted their individual subjectivity.   
Isabel's subjectivity as a successful student was formed in that discourse, and she takes pride in 
that achievement.  The self-affirming memory of that discourse beckons Isabel to participate -- 
this time from the other side of the desk.  Isabel is a reflective educator: she notes explicitly “the 
good student” aspect of her identity, how easy and comfortable it is to slip into this role, even as 
she explores ways in which she might abject this construct.  It is a thoughtful juxtaposition to 
note Nia’s discomfort with her identity as a "non-expert" with Isabel’s discomfort with the fact 
that she “too often” relies on her expertise.  One feels like she is not “expert” enough, and the 
other feels that she is too “expert.”   
Isabel: For this particular lesson, the role that I was taking, it was very much like: "I 
know something; I want to share with you. And I know it because I've practiced.  So I'm 
in a place you're not."  So that's a role of expertise.  But certainly, I occupy many other 
roles in other days. . . I really wanted for this one moment to say: "I know this secret.  It's 
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not really a secret, but it's a thing that people who know, know.  And people who don't 
know, like how do they get to know? Trust and listen."  
Isabel explains that she is currently in an exciting moment in her teaching life where she 
feels more ownership of her teaching, what she is doing in the classroom and why she is doing it:  
So it's taken me such a long time  . . . I want to do this because I have a reason, not 
because it's written on a document, because somebody said this is a good idea, because 
this is the book and the theme.  None of that now.  It's like I want them to be able to do 
this, to know this, to understand this, to position it in the world in this way.  And that 
feels so powerful and it's amazing.   
 
Isabel looks back on a class that I observed:  
The challenging thing is making sure or attempting to make sure that my core goal was 
received, and I think it was more or less.  I know that other things were achieved 
simultaneously, like the listening practice. [Students spent almost the entire lesson 
listening to a podcast]. And I always struggle with this thing of having so many 
connections in my head that seem so perfectly obvious to me that are just not obvious at 
all to most other people, especially kids. [Laughs] That's a huge struggle of mine.  I don't 
even see what it is that they don't see because it's so hard.   
Although Isabel’s classroom is marked by student work (the students are often doing in the class 
rather than being positioned as passive bystanders), Isabel is still at the helm of the ship.  She is 
directing, waiting for them to get on her wavelength, to see and understand the “connections” 
that she has made in her head.  
The Tripartite Class 
Isabel organizes the daily schedule of her class time in a way that both supports and 
troubles the traditional teacher role. Isabel notes that her class sessions are often divided into 
three parts: (1) Announcement Time, (2) Direct Instruction, and (3) Indirect Instruction:  
I have a pattern that is a little bit predictable for them, so that they know how to read the 
time . . . I start out with . . .being a physical presence but not yet speaking by taking 
attendance, and then I'll do announcements, and those are like homeroom 
announcements.  I don't care who is doing what.  I'll take announcements from other parts 
of the school. There's a science field trip!  Whatever it is.  Because I just [like] the 
orienting toward this moment. And so that's a role: announcement lady! (laughter) and 
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then collecting your forms and being that kind of like bureaucrat and that's like 3 
minutes.   
Isabel describes a typical class: 
I'll say at the very beginning after my attendance, before announcements, I [might] say: 
"Today is a three parter: Announcements, Direct and Indirect." (I've taught them the 
difference; these are words we actually use). Sometimes it's just immediately into Indirect 
or sometimes: "Today I have to speak to you for the whole time [Direct Instruction], and 
there's not going to be any time for Indirect.  So if you need to use the bathroom, let's talk 
like now,"  . . . because they know that Indirect is when they can use the bathroom. So 
today I did announcements for two minutes . . . Direct Instruction for about ten minutes. 
And then: "OK, you do it!" [Indirect Instruction], and then they had questions, and they 
muddled through and figured it out, and then the period was over.   
Isabel's language reveals an ambivalence to the traditional role of teacher.  Her statement 
"Today, I have to speak to you for the whole time" suggests that Direct Instruction is something 
that has to be endured rather than embraced perhaps by the teacher as well as the students. 
Nevertheless, Isabel implicitly lets the students know that Direct trumps Indirect when push 
comes to shove. Note Isabel says that she must (emphasis supplied) speak for the whole time. 
The imperatives of Direct Instruction must be respected.  
Isabel’s focus on bathroom permission protocol is also multi-faceted.  Perhaps nothing is 
more expressive of the student's relative powerlessness in the classroom than the requirement to 
ask the teacher for permission to use bathroom facilities.  But Isabel does not say "you must ask 
for your permission now.”  She suggests instead: "Let's talk."  Language plays an important role 
in the discourses that form classroom identities.  Showing her ambivalence regarding teacher 
roles, Isabel employs Guide-friendly discourse (“Let's talk”) in a regulatory teacher context 
(bathroom permission).  
Isabel's enforcement of a frequent if not daily tri-partite classroom structure is, in itself, a 
reiterative act that invites performativity analysis and supports the constitution of Isabel's 
identity as teacher-decider in a “teaching-as-usual” environment. In addition, the daily schedule 
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usefully sets the stage for reiterative acts that will also be implicated in forming subjectivity. 
Direct Instruction, for example, will often feature the teacher as knowledge transmitter: 
Isabel: I feel like I've constructed at this point -- I'm able to say to the kids -- not that 
these are my roles but I have a pattern that is a little bit predictable for them, so that they 
know how to read the time. . . I usually give them a little time to settle in because I find 
that if I'm taking attendance and they settle in, they naturally get a little quieter than if I 
start out saying "I need you to be quiet now."    
Isabel recounts the story of how her tri-partite schedule of class time came about, 
especially her focus on Indirect Instruction:  
I was teaching research methods, and Greta (a pseudonym) was able to choose her topics, 
so she was very happy with that. And then she did at one point early on raise her hand 
and say:  "Can you really just give us class time to do my work cause that's really all I 
want to do?"  And I thought about that, and I was like, she's right. There's no point in 
filling up the moment with me blab-blah-blahing unless I have something that I want 
them to know or do or see. Like, "Here's a skill.  This is how you write a bibliography.   
Here's this thing -- 15 minutes, OK. So now, go do your work." 
 
[Greta] had a busy life, and she wanted class time to do her work.  So rather than my 
stressing about my performance all the time. I said:  So give them time to work. It's better 
for them. It's certainly better for me. This lets go of a lot of anxiety.  I'm not a performer. 
I mean my voice is loud, but I'm really not a performer.  The best situation is one-on-one 
for me. A class of thirty-four is actually really intimidating.  I have to muster up every 
day, every period, a courage that doesn't come naturally to me.  
 
I have a kind of big persona, and I'm a little tougher when I'm doing Direct Instruction. . . 
Like if I hear a noise, I'm like: “What's that noise?” because I get distracted easily, and I 
close the door, and I try to be a little bit more formal -- formal is wrong -- but I say to 
them, "It's all about me, right now, you know, stop." When it's Indirect Instruction, I'm 
walking around, I'm much more mushy, and I'm much more like "How can I help?” and 
it's one-on-one.  They can ask me anything.  I'll make it happen.  So, definitely, different 
roles at different times. 
 
Isabel's recounting of the epiphany that led to the implementation of the tripartite class structure 
and her thoughts on how it is being implemented deserve a close reading.  In Direct Instruction, 
Isabel is explicitly earmarking space for the construction of the teacher identity as expert. 
Nevertheless, Isabel seems to limit that role to highly specific tasks, e. g., "how you write a 
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bibliography."  She also  expresses the  need to avoid "blah, blah, blahing," an admonition that 
tends to limit the role of teacher as overall expert and transmitter of knowledge. Note also that 
Isabel demands certain behaviors from her students during Direct Instruction, e.g., not too much 
noise, no non-urgent bathroom breaks.  In Direct Instruction, Isabel proclaims, "It's all about 
me."  
Other identities call to Isabel in the context of Indirect Instruction.  Here, Isabel is a 
guide, a helpmate, in her own words, "much more mushy." Isabel claims: "They can ask me 
anything; I can make it happen."  That is a powerful and surely hyperbolic assertion. Is Isabel's 
assertion an act of performativity related to the identity of the teacher as guide and facilitator or 
is this just the reiteration of the all-powerful, all-knowing teacher in another suit of clothes?  
Though the identities of both expert and guide are explicitly operative in Isabel's 
classroom environment, in my view “Guide on the Side” supplants “Sage on the Stage” as the 
primary and favored mode of instruction, despite Isabel's occasional lapse into "teaching as 
usual" mode.  My classroom observations confirm this as well.  Direct Instruction seems to be 
the warm-up act. Isabel is explicit with the students about the schedule for the day, how much 
Direct versus Indirect teaching time is allotted.  This explicitness is an opportunity for students to 
reflect on what Isabel will be doing in class and to think ahead to Indirect Instruction time when 
the time is their own.   
“Just did Physics or whatever.” – The Limits of Student Agency 
When you give students agency to direct their own learning, questions inevitably arises as 
to the extent of such freedom.   Participants varied in their views on this issue.  In preparation for 
our second focus group/learning community site meeting, the participants had read an excerpt 
from Mayher’s Uncommon Sense (1990).  This excerpt concerns a teacher who created a high 
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school English curriculum marked by student agency, e.g. students chose the primary texts and 
designed the assessments. We discussed the power and the limitations of a classroom where the 
student directs the learning.  For instance, what happens when a student claims that she or he has 
completed an assignment or class activity and wants to do something else?  Participants noted 
that their students often want to work on their assignments for their Science or Math classes 
when they are “done” with an English assignment.  How much agency does a teacher afford her 
students?  
Isabel articulated strongly her desire for students to direct their own course.  I saw this 
view in action as well. For example, I observed one of Isabel’s classes during Finals Week.  In 
the opening moments of class, Isabel acknowledged to the students that she knew that English 
class was “competing with Physics.” The class period focused on students reading and exploring 
environmental magazines in preparation for students to choose their topic for an upcoming essay.  
There were students who did not look at magazines but rather studied for Physics during the 
entire period.  Isabel later said to me in our post-observation interview: “I know that there were 
kids who just did Physics or whatever.  That was sustained.”   
In one of our focus group/learning community site meetings, Isabel noted to the group 
that sometimes she pushes the students to do the task at hand, but many other times, she “tries to 
imagine that their human needs are larger than this particular classroom.”   
Isabel: The kids are here for six hours every day, and the more that they are doing 
in those six hours, the better.  And the more that they can actually direct those six 
hours, the more they’re going to practice ownership…”Yes, I chose these things. . 
.” So, I think that’s very valuable because otherwise, the more I dictate, the more 
they’re going to rely on that dictation and just be more passive. . . “Here is your 
block of time.  Make your choices and call me over for things that I can help with.  
Talk to your friends also about the things” . . . I think that's part of the curriculum 
that isn't necessarily articulated anywhere but that matters hugely.  Because there 
are particular skills that we want them to have, but those skills of social 
interaction and mutual support and community and logistics and triage  . . . all 
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those things really, really, really matter.  And if next period there's a test, how 
well are you going to be able to quell that versus try to focus and not be able to 
focus? Like, there's all this stuff going on.  'Cause they're human.  I would be 
faced with exactly the same problems, right?  I have to perform that triage all the 
time.    
 Conversely, Sally feels a responsibility to provide opportunities for her students to hone 
their English skills, to give them different moments to work on the subject at hand.  
Sally: In my perception, it would be like a failing on my part not to have offered 
something for the kids who do finish faster . . . to go even further.  So, for me – I don't 
know.  I like hearing both sides here, because my immediate reaction is like, “You can't 
do that.  That's not right.”  I think it would be – if I were to be observed that day, that 
would be something I would be so panicked about if the student was like, “I'm finished” 
10-15-20 minutes early.  “I'm gonna do math.”  I don't think that it's wrong, but it's just 
kind of maybe ingrained in me from I don't know where.  But it would be a failing on my 
part not to offer something further.  
In English, the end is deemed murkier than a math proof or a science problem.  Diana notes that 
writing is never truly done:   
If it came down to writing, my response to students is, “You're never done.”  I tell my 
students regularly that professional writers…don’t pop everything out miraculously the 
first time.  But just the idea that there’s always more you can do.  
Isabel's Discovery of Patterns and Structures: 
"I was considered a strong student, but I knew nothing!" 
 
 Isabel’s reflection on her own schooling life has a profound influence on how she 
constructs her teaching life:  
And what I realized in college across the board, including my literature classes, is that I 
actually had no idea.  I knew how to read, but I knew how to read narrative because I just 
enjoyed the stories. I had no sense of rhetorical strategy.  I don't remember being taught 
anything about rhetorical strategy.  Nothing. Zero. . . I remember there was a moment my 
senior year . . . We were watching Bonnie and Clyde, I think, and there's a moment when 
she is snuggling up against the gun, and he [the teacher] was talking about a phallic 
symbol, and I was like "What?  No!"  I was very naive, really inexperienced, had no clue. 
 I didn't know at all.  Symbolism just escaped me. So I was really very strong -- I was 
considered a strong student, but I knew nothing! When I look at my students, I often 
hearken back to that self, of having capacity and some skill but very little knowledge. . . 
So, I was not well able to write essay tests in a way that felt like I knew what I was doing 
because I had never been taught, I had never been taught the five paragraph essay 
structure.    
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Isabel’s feeling of being “strong” at school but lacking a grasp of structural components 
applicable to writing and reading, is at the forefront of Isabel’s teaching life. Although Isabel 
incorporates Indirect Teaching into her curriculum, where students can direct their time as they 
see fit, she also feels strongly about introducing students to structures to which they can hold on 
to.  Isabel recalls that even as a student working on her Masters degree in Literary Theory, she 
“still did not understand how to structure an essay.”   
In graduate school, Isabel was often a successful as a writer, but there was still a lurking 
sense of being lost.  “I was pretty successful at harnessing my understanding and communicating 
that, and so sometimes I wrote really beautifully, but when I handed it in, I had not idea what 
was going to happen.”  In grappling with her problem, Isabel came to realize the usefulness of 
that old war horse, the five paragraph essay, and she has taken this notion to her teaching life at 
the Cooperative School.   
Isabel: This could work for them, and it could work for me, and it wasn't this lock step 
thing, but telling people what this paper is about is probably a good idea, and exploring in 
paragraph form the different parts of your concept kind of makes sense and having 
implications at the end, I like all that. So it was really when I saw a pattern. . .Once I 
could see that pattern, I started to see it everywhere. Western civilization uses this 
pattern, and it's not like it's the only thing, but it's pretty big, and it's pretty important to 
recognize in the world ‘cause then you can negotiate this, and it's empowering.  
 
Isabel also has incorporated other structures into her teaching:   
Isabel: So, I guess one of the things that I find kids appreciate is my saying narrative 
exists and argument exists.  They are both really important.  They are both really 
different. They are structured differently.  They're culturally. . . structured according to 
cultural norms that are so pervasive we don't really see them.  It's good to be aware of 
these structures.  It helps us a lot to be able to see.   Like, we become more skilled if we 
know these exist. 
 
Rebecca: And that is something you feel like you didn't really have as a student? 
 
Isabel: Yeah, nobody said: check it out!  The world is organized -- or our world -- is 
organized this way. 
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Isabel also credits her mother with inspiring her to look for these structures that she has 
incorporated into her curriculum:  
Isabel: Yeah I was always trying to create organizational structures 'cause my mom's 
world was very crazy, so it was always like organizing the kitchen, you know, things like 
that. But I didn't realize that there were also symbolic things.  They were always concrete 
things for me. Like the junk drawer  --  once a month I would go through the junk drawer 
and organize it. 
 
Isabel’s search for organization and structures was a component of her life not only as a student 
but as a daughter.  As a teacher, she strives to give students the structures that she feels she 
lacked in her own life.  
The Inquiry Project: Student or Teacher-Centered Learning? 
In Isabel’s 11th grade course, the students participate in an Inquiry Research Essay.  
Each student researches a topic of personal interest, and the research and analysis culminates in 
a research essay and an oral defense panel with a group of adults.   
Isabel: I'm so excited.  I love the research project.  I love teaching them research 
methods.  I love getting them learning about whatever topic it is and getting them 
thinking in that way and entering the world in that way.  That's fabulous.  I get so – I'm so 
proud of them when they say, "I didn't know this.  This is disturbing." . . . Like when they 
awaken as citizens, it's beautiful.  And I'm able to say to them as a co-citizen, "I know. 
 It's a problem." . . . I'm like a person on the bus sitting next to them saying, "What are we 
going to do?"  That is super important to me.                                                             
In recent years, Isabel changed the thrust of the project from a student-generated topic to a topic 
that falls under the umbrella of the “environment.”  When I observed Isabel’s class, she was 
introducing the project.  The students were excited and lively as they thought about possible 
topics, looking through stacks and stacks of magazines that Isabel shared with her students.  
However, a few of the students asked Isabel why they couldn't choose their own topics outside of 
the environment.  In the post-observation interview, Isabel provided a rationale:  
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I have two rationales.  My pedagogical rationale is if I leave it too wide open, historically 
kids choose topics that make no sense like – childhood.  What are you talking about?  
(Laughter). I mean it's ridiculous.  You cannot research this topic.  Or they have a 
question that is so – like “what is Freudian theory?”  No, you're not taking that on, please. 
. . It's crazy.  And the thing about the environment topic is, first of all, it's very broad.  It's 
very timely.  And it's concrete.  You can get it – you can talk about a polar bear you 
know?. . . So concretized. 
Though Isabel is persuasive that a choice such as "childhood" would be an inappropriate inquiry 
project, surely a student might pick a topic within the umbrella of "the environment" that is 
likewise unsuitably broad or otherwise inappropriate.  Perhaps the other factor Isabel brings up is 
more to the point: 
My personal thing is we need to know.  So it's totally like a political thing.  But you know 
what?  I'm going to do that because I care.  And that's the thing that I wanted.  And the 
content doesn't matter in terms of the skill. 
 
We note that Isabel uses the word "political" in characterizing her attitude toward the 
project.   Obviously, "the environment" is not exclusively political.  Science, for example, plays 
a large role.  However, the fact that Isabel characterizes her passion as "totally a political thing" 
may, perhaps, be a cause for concern.  When Zhang et al. (2009) studied the attitudes of teachers 
toward self-disclosure, they found that politics was on the short list of issues about which it may 
be inappropriate for teachers to self-disclose (p. 1122).  The idea that Isabel's politics are not 
only disclosed but might play a part in steering the class inquiry projects provides an opportunity 
for reflection.  How would Isabel, for example, react to a paper that respectfully treats the 
minority scientific opinion on global warming?   
Isabel desires a classroom in which students have the agency to direct their own learning, 
but the assigned project is responsive to Isabel's passions, but to the kids' passions perhaps not so 
much.  This is a struggle that every teacher faces.  Many of us English teachers are deeply 
passionate about literature.  We subject our students to our personal passions all the time without 
perhaps properly regarding and valuing the students’ passions enough.  It is always a difficult 
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balance.  Isabel's passion is potentially a powerful and positive force in the classroom, not to be 
lightly dismissed. Pointing out that there are issues that call for reflection by no means implies 
that a teacher’s passion is something to be avoided.  
Erica McWilliam (1996), rejecting the construction of teacher as facilitator, points to the 
power that comes from watching a teacher engage in a passionate pursuit of her learning, thereby 
serving as a great model for her students.  McWilliam deplores what she sees as the evolution of 
the current view of teacher:   
Thus the eccentric of old, the mercurial tyrant who cajoled, berated, teased, provoked, 
and fulminated, who was maddening, elitist, fascinating, sentimental and bullying 
increasingly gives way to the clinician with the charisma by-pass (p. 346).   
McWilliam decries the description "facilitator of learning" as "even worse than being called 
"dedicated" once you get past the first syllable” (p. 347).  The passion of teachers such as Isabel 
stands in sharp contrast to McWilliams' image of the bloodless, charisma-deprived role-player.   
 
The Teacher-Writer - “They're like: 'I want to write like you' -- so powerful!” 
 
Writing teachers must also be writers and engage in the writing process with students, 
and through this journey students will begin to know that we write and understand the 
process firsthand (Hamilton, 2011, p.197). 
 
Each of the participants wrestles with the role of teacher as fellow writer.  Many of the 
participants expressed a desire to show themselves as a fellow writer, one who struggles, and 
goes through a variety of drafts and edits before landing upon the “final” draft.  Yet the 
participants also articulated the struggles and complexities of sharing their writing with students.   
Isabel vividly recalls the moment when she as a young teacher was made to face up to the 
difficult and essential role the English teacher must assume in teaching students how to write:   
It was parents' day conferences, and she [a mother of one of Isabel’s students] ripped me 
a new asshole.  She was just like: “You're teaching my child nothing.  What are you 
doing?”  I mean, she was clearly inappropriate and crazy, but I really didn't know what I 
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was doing.  Like I knew what I was teaching.  I'm teaching this book.  I'm teaching this 
project, or I'm teaching this. . . but she was like “my kid doesn't know how to write.  
Teach her how to write.” And I had no idea of what she was trying to get at. I had no 
answer for that because I really didn't know how to teach anybody how to write.  I could 
just set up instances of writing. But I didn't feel like I knew what the skills were that I 
wanted them to come away with.  I had never thought about that.  So in some ways that 
was a big catalyst of trying to answer that question even though that woman was an 
asshole. Still, it was a pretty important moment.  
Isabel’s quest to answer the difficult parent led her to create a classroom environment that 
permits and promotes student writing.  Significant class time is devoted to writing, editing, peer 
review, and teacher conferencing.  There are also explicit teacher-centered moments where 
Isabel illustrates specific skills of writing.  In my observations of Isabel’s classroom, the students 
almost always had the school laptop computers out, physically writing and editing their work or 
editing the work of a peer.  The tripartite class reflects Isabel's ongoing commitment to change 
the site of work from the "teacher's head" to the "student's' head."    
Isabel looks for opportunities to share her writing with students, sometimes providing 
copies of her own response to assigned writing projects.   She recalls one assignment that was 
based on a personal trace: “I wrote about my desire to go to Tasmania -- to move there. Basically 
a flee-everything scary-about-America kind of piece.”  Isabel recounts that years later, when 
those students see her, she will hear: "You haven't moved to Tasmania, yet have you?" They 
remember it.  Isabel enjoys the fact that the students become extremely engaged when a teacher 
shares her writing: “They love that.  They're like: 'I want to write like you' -- so powerful!”  
Isabel is comfortable with students looking at her writing as a “model,” something to be 
looked at as exemplary by the students. Yet Isabel also worries that modeling can cause 
difficulties. She is concerned that her model may not be reproducible by the students at the [same 
high] level.  Isabel admits: "I have a hard time like finding the right . . . range that makes sense 
for me to model."  
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Interruption: The Teacher/Writer/Model/Mentor 
Teacher modeling is a complex and layered formation.  After I shared my “Story of My 
Body” essay with my students for the first time, a female student approached me after class: 
“Ms. Fabricant, I am so sorry about what happened to you, but everyone has always really 
reacted positively to my body, so I don’t have anything to write about [for the essay].” I assured 
the student that a celebratory essay would be fantastic.  I realized that my example had led this 
student to feel that my work, my story, was the only way into the assignment.    
I felt terrible about this and started to engage in constructing ways to model my story in 
future years without it being deemed “The Story” rather than just one story.  I became adamant 
about presenting my story as an “example” rather than a “model.”  A couple of years ago, I was 
planning on sharing my story to a new crop of students.  I was due a classroom observation from 
my principal and asked my principal, who is also a mentor, to observe me for this lesson.  When 
we reflected on the observation, the principal gave me rich, thoughtful feedback.  One thing that 
sticks: the principal noted the frequent times that I berated my example as “just an example.” I 
repeated over and over to the class that no one should feel the need to emulate me or feel 
pressure to tell a similar story.  She told me that I overemphasized my disclaimers about my 
writing.  She pressed me to consider the fact that it is okay, in fact valuable, for my piece to serve 
as an exemplary model to the students.  She reminded me that it was a well-written piece of 
writing, marked by immense hard work and heart. When I told her that I did not want students to 
feel like they have to copy me, she stressed that it is equally important to allow students to be 
inspired by me to engage in a strong piece of writing and to risk.  I think that these two small 
anecdotes express the tensions that exist within the construction of teacher as model.  On the one 
hand, the teacher wants to mark herself to her students as a fellow learner whose work is not to 
be copied at the expense of individual style and voice.  On the other hand, a teacher is also 
someone with more experience in writing and crafting and therefore one whose work could 
perhaps be a source of inspiration and emulation.  It seems that the “answer” amidst these 
contradictions lies between these two spaces, where the teacher notes herself as fellow learner 
but one seasoned by practice, She can present herself as a fellow learner who can perhaps be a 
helpful mentor to her students.   
“My God, that baby is so lucky.” - The Teacher as Mother 
Earlier in this chapter, Sally observed that "Mom" is a role that is sometimes thrust upon 
teachers.  Isabel recounts her experience with two students where the role of teacher as mother 
surfaced.  In the first moment, the student is a young woman who is consistently truant.  She has 
a tough family life and comes to school very sporadically.  After a long period of absence, the 
student returned to school.  Isabel recounts the experience of interacting with the student and 
sharing news with her:  
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8:00 AM, I walk in.  She sees me.  I give her a big hug.  "So glad to see you.  How are 
you?"  I realize that she doesn't know that I'm pregnant.  So I say, "I need you to know 
that I'm pregnant because I don't want you to hear from somebody else."  She's, at first, 
ecstatic, and then she bursts into tears.  And she said, "My God, that baby is so lucky." 
 And it's like “that baby is so lucky” and the emphasis is "luck," like who you're born to, 
you have no control over.  And it's really shitty luck that she didn't have good 
circumstances because she knows. She's so hyperaware of that terrible luck that she has 
had, which is heartbreaking.  And then she says, "Wait.  When are you due?". . . So I'm 
going to be leaving her in four months, and she cries more.  And then she says, "Wait. 
Are you going to be here next year?"  And I say no.  And she just is bawling because she 
feels like she's totally blown the opportunity to learn from me, and it's very, very, very 
powerful.   
This anecdote illustrates the complexity of a teaching life.  As teachers, we are and indeed should 
be positioned as “professionals” yet other identities seep into the mix.  Teachers are called upon 
to accept consequential roles for which there are no easy answers or modes of being.  
Here is another such story that Isabel shared:  
He [a student] is with me second period.  He does not sleep well.  He has some serious 
sleep issues, and I can imagine why.  He has a lot of defense and "wall."  And he comes 
in late probably 50 percent of the time, and he's always apologetic because I never ride 
him about it.  And he's on his phone a lot texting.  You know so what he needs is a 
mommy. . . And that's how I hold up the mirror to him. If I rub him on the back and, 
"You're making your choices, and that's okay.  Just know that I know and think about 
what choices you want to make."  That's the mirror that I think he needs, and he's been 
very responsive to that – not so much in changing yet some of his behavior patterns but in 
knowing that sometimes he's on point and sometimes he's not.  And that's all I can ask of 
anybody, you know?. . . If I hold up the mirror in a successful way then I've done my job.  
Dealing with a non-responsive student can be one of the most difficult issues a teacher faces.   
The Cooperative School is a mixed bag: ideals of student-centeredness are fostered and honored, 
but these ideals are implemented in the context of an essentially conventional regulatory setting. 
Isabel has decided not to assume the regulatory teacher role and make a disciplinary issue of the 
student's lateness or his use of his cell phone during class activities.  Isabel is an astute reader of 
her students, and she may be right that her decision to assume the supportive role of "mom" is 
the best way to help this student.  There are so many unanswerable questions on how to negotiate 
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with such a student.  Does he need this maternal figure?  Does he need more discipline and 
structure at school?  I remember once a fellow teacher remarked that students who have lives 
marked by chaos need boundaries, structures, and consequences at school, suggesting perhaps 
that the regulatory teacher identity is a safe and needed one.  I have no answer here but leave 
with more questions, reflections, and wonderings.   
Isabel's Letter: Getting to Know Me, Warts and All 
Like Sally, Isabel has used -- at least on one occasion -- a start-of-term letter -- which she 
read to the class early in the year, as a vehicle to identify points of commonality, though in 
Isabel's case the self-disclosing party is the teacher not the students.  Indeed, Isabel takes teacher 
self-disclosure to a level I have not come across in my eleven years of teaching.  First of all, 
there is the length of the letter: almost six, single-spaced typed pages. Then there is the content: a 
comprehensive history of Isabel's family life, her school experiences, her tastes, her political 
leanings, and her temperament.  Isabel, as a person, stands front and center, taking up most of 
those six single-spaced pages.  Less comprehensively conveyed is Isabel as teacher.  The 
students do not, for example, learn about the curriculum or the nitty-gritty about lateness, 
absence, homework, grading, etc.  That is not what the letter is about.  But the students learn a 
great deal about Isabel -- her strengths and her weaknesses.  Above all, the reader feels the 
passion that animates Isabel's deep desire for the students to get to know her right away -- soon 
enough to make a difference.  The letter raises a number of issues regarding teacher self-
disclosure that deserve detailed attention and analysis. Thus, we will look at this remarkable 
letter in detail.  
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Isabel describes to her students the genesis and intent of the letter in the opening 
paragraphs:  
In about May of last year I realized it had taken me and the class of [date] eight months to 
get to know each other well enough to form the bonds of trust necessary for people to 
learn from one another.  That was too long!  In retrospect, I was ready for another year 
with them in order to teach them really well. 
 
But I didn't have that opportunity with that class, and I won't with your class either: we 
only have 10 months together, So -- I need to ramp up the trust between us.  The only 
way I can think of doing that is for you to get to know me -- my history and my values -- 
as soon as possible.  I will try to get to know each of you but that will -- of course -- take 
more time.  There are 140 of you and one of me.   
The letter goes on to recount family lore, much of it dramatic, much of it sad.  Her paternal 
grandfather escaped Russia by killing a guard and swimming across a river while under fire. 
Later, the grandfather, "a deeply paranoid man" deserted his family to create a new life in 
California.   
Isabel's father is a medical doctor, and she describes him as protective of his family, 
logical and scientific though he talks too much and does not listen, and her mother is a retired 
English teacher, a "great exciting person but a chaotic mom." Importantly Isabel discloses the 
flaws of her parents but keeps it in an appropriate context. She allows that she becomes "very 
frustrated' with both parents.  This last disclosure seems certain to be a point of commonality 
with the vast majority of the letter recipients.  Again, to my ear, the tone is just right: 
"frustration" -- not burning anger, not total disregard. 
Isabel's mother and father separated when Isabel was seven years old and her sister three. 
Each remarried twice after the divorce.  Isabel records in detail the numerous half-siblings and 
step-siblings that comprise her complex family. Isabel contemplates whether the stepchildren of 
her step-father can be properly characterized as Isabel's step-siblings.  
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Isabel describes her interests, which are broad, and her tastes, which are impressively 
eclectic.  A music lover who played classical violin until she was seventeen, Isabel devotes a lot 
of space in her letter to her musical history and to her current likes and dislikes. Referencing her 
youth in the suburbs, Isabel recalls The Who, Led Zeppelin, Pink Floyd, The Stones as well as 
Bach, Mozart and Beethoven.  She aptly describes her current tastes as far ranging:   
My collection goes from extremely traditional music from tribal nations in other 
countries through old-time American traditional music such as bluegrass, through 
American and other folk music, through some older country music (Hank & Cash) 
(although not pop country) through folk rock, and blues, and classic rock, through 
political rock (I .e ., Rage, NIN) towards synthesized and electronic music (Radiohead) 
and trip hop (Portishead, Tricky), and I don't even know where to put classical music, or 
Spanish music or Jazz, or someone like Spearhead which is not rap, but uses spoken 
word.  In listening to music, I need either melody or rhythm to hang on to, because most 
of the time, I can't understand the lyrics. So, although I wish (intellectually) I enjoyed 
politically-oriented rap, I just don't.  And I just don't like vacuous commercial pop -- no 
apologies for that.    
One cannot read Isabel's paragraph on music without being impressed.  The breadth of her 
musical interests is extraordinary, and her decision to share her broad interests in the search for 
commonality with her students is something to respect.  Her honesty also impresses. She admits 
she does not like politically oriented rock, though she wishes she did. Yet, there is a flip side to 
this honesty. Suppose you are a kid who actually likes "vacuous commercial pop"?  I suspect 
there are many out there. "Pop," after all, is short for popular. Does the teenage fan of Britney 
Spears feel alienated from her teacher? Disrespected?  We are reminded of Sally's decision to 
avoid disclosing her taste in music "just because I feel like they judge one another.  I don't want 
to take sides on that."  Would this danger be lessened if Isabel had found a descriptive adjective 
less pejorative than "vacuous"? 
Isabel also summarizes her life as a teenager, characterizing herself as a B+/A- student 
who was shy, small, and asthmatic. She played no team sports and remembers herself as 
extremely non-competitive in all areas of life, including grades: "Competing with others was just 
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too scary for me."  Isabel emphasized that she did not try to be popular. Her only friend was 
"very bossy and not a great friend at all." Isabel liked her teachers whom she described as kind 
and smart.  "Otherwise, high school kind of sucked; the social dynamics were just too intense to 
relax or trust.”  Clearly Isabel is not presenting a triumphant narrative of Wonder Woman in high 
school.  Again, this will be a point of connection with many of her students.   
Life greatly improved for Isabel after she completed high school.  She went to a college 
as a scholarship student and found new friends who shared her interest in reading, literature, 
dancing. "I left my mean best friend from high school and never looked back."  Isabel also 
mentions her two Masters degrees, thus confirming her academic chops without elaboration.    
Isabel notes: “The drinking age was still 18 when I went to college, and so the entire city 
was open to me."  This may come close to violating the zone of privacy applied by many to 
teacher disclosure, but perhaps does not cross the line. Isabel does not, after all, say that she 
drank while in college -- though that would seem a reasonable inference.  In addition, Isabel does 
not directly infringe upon Nia's  "No drugs, no sex" prohibition.     
Isabel says she loves to read "mostly non-fiction these days."  She likes to cook.  She 
plays Quiddler. She speaks lovingly of her husband and discloses his profession.  She says that 
they may someday move to the country of her husband’s origin, but, "For now, we live on _____ 
Street near [a student who lives in Isabel's neighborhood].”  Isabel allows that she has a large 
vocabulary "because she reads a lot."! 
When I speak, some people think I am showing off, but I am not. I just use the 
vocabulary that seems the most the most precise or best communicates my intent.  
If/when I use a word with which you are unfamiliar, please just ask for the meaning.  I 
am happy to translate.   
In her letter, Isabel startlingly enumerates the tragedies endured by her extended family 
including two suicides, the dementia of her grandmother, death from drug overdose, death of a 
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young mother from breast cancer and, most shockingly, the sexual abuse "of two or three 
sisters." Her father's second wife's second husband was incarcerated for the crimes of sexual 
abuse and, according to rumor, later murdered.  The abused children were adopted by other 
family members. Isabel presents a vivid picture of family pain, some the inevitable pain of life 
and loss and some brought about by grievous family malfeasance.  Isabel gives her reasons for 
dealing so openly with the dark side of family life:  
Let's talk about tragedy, because every family has it, but no one talks about it.  When we 
trust enough to share the painful things, we heal and grow and are able to learn (which is 
why we are here). 
Indeed, there is academic literature that supports Isabel's thinking.  Elizabeth Dutro (2011) 
argues that pain /loss /trauma is the most resonant emotion to tap for the goals of supporting 
"students' connections to the visceral aspect of literary engagement" (p. 193).  Dutro also 
considers it incumbent upon both teacher and students to disclose such pain.  Marc Lamont  Hill 
(2009b) is also highly supportive of teacher self-disclosure, as recounted in: "Wounded Healing: 
Forming a Storytelling Community in Hip-hop Lit."    
A potential problem with Isabel's letter, however, is that it does not provide an 
opportunity for sustained interaction.  Isabel frankly lays out the limitations of the commonality 
she is looking for: 
So, as I read this aloud, use the index card to jot down the places of overlap between my 
experience and yours.  You don't need to go into detail; and I won't ask you to elaborate . 
. .  I want to know that you know!  
It is important to consider what Isabel's missive might mean to a student who was enduring or 
witnessing similar tragedies/criminal acts in his/her family. Isabel states frankly that she will not 
ask the student to elaborate.  Isabel seems to think that the value of simply co-signing is enough. 
But perhaps it may not be enough. Will an affected student need or expect help, which the 
teacher may not be in a position to offer?  There is no structure for follow-up.    
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  We acknowledge as a given that Isabel is an attentive and conscientious teacher, who 
would intervene if any student response raised cause for concern.  Isabel could arrange for 
consultation with the school guidance counselor or invoke other applicable school protocols.  
Isabel's disclosure of her own experience with psychotherapy (which comes later in her letter) is 
a useful context for conversations with students if this becomes necessary.  Nevertheless, the 
letter sets up a context for disclosure without a context for ongoing dialogue or resolution and 
remains a matter that invites reflection.  
Isabel has a long list of her "quirks" that she documents in the letter (many of these 
idiosyncrasies, including Isabel’s big vocabulary and her propensity for physical touch, are also 
noted on a piece of poster paper hung up in her classroom).  In the letter, Isabel notes that she 
organizes space and ideas very well, time less well   She warns that it takes her a long time to 
grade big projects.   
Isabel characterizes her temperament: 
When I get frustrated, I get anxious and them I get angry.  When I get angry, I have a hot 
temper, and yell. I try not to let it out, but sometimes it gets the best of me. In advance, I 
am sorry if that happens. It happened twice last year. 
Don't worry: I am NEVER [original caps] violent! I would never hurt you! On the other 
hand I do communicate physically sometimes: I will put my hand on your shoulder or 
your back in order to communicate non-verbally. I don't mean it in any way but like a 
mom would.  But if you hate that just shrug me off or tell me. I know some people are 
deeply uncomfortable with physical touch.  It's difficult for me to differentiate your 
tolerance for touch just from how you look.    
The statement: "Don't worry: I am NEVER violent. I will never hurt you" is no doubt intended to 
be reassuring, but in fact it may be somewhat unsettling.   The reassurance seems to assume that 
a student might otherwise think himself/herself to be in a situation in which he or she would fear 
for personal safety.  But if the reader is convinced, as I am, that Isabel is simply serious about 
giving a picture of herself, warts and all, the reader is apt to take the disclosure at simple face 
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value. After all, Isabel may be considering the fact that in some families, having a "temper" does 
mean the possibility of violence. In that context, the reassurance makes sense.  If Isabel loses her 
temper and "yells," the students can pull "I am NEVER violent" from the memory bank.  
Another temperamental characteristic, less controversial, is the propensity to cry: 
I'm not afraid to cry.  Sometimes, it's uncomfortable but it's valuable, both to me and -- I 
am told -- to others. In the past students have told me that they learned to not fear crying, 
from my example.  That's a big compliment to me.  
Isabel also discloses that she attends group therapy with a psychologist once a week. "It's 
how I stay sane, I love it, and highly recommend it.  If you have questions about therapy, I'm no 
expert but I'm happy to share." Again, this is a disclosure that many teachers would avoid, but 
Isabel's disclosure is perfectly in accord with the aims of the letter. Isabel strikes a cautionary 
note regarding bullying and snarkiness: 
I have a good sense of humor but I take my role and my job seriously.  I don't like being 
made fun of, and I don't like to witness other people being bullied or made fun of. I am 
protective in that way. I have a low tolerance for pranks that are hurtful.  However, I am 
determined to help you as a class create some good (i.e. not harmful or dangerous but 
really fun) senior pranks toward the end of the year. We have to be creative.  
Isabel believes that the legal drinking age is "ludicrously old" and thinks that marijuana 
should be legalized and regulated: "prohibition doesn't work and tens of thousands of Mexicans 
have been murdered to support American drug habits."  Isabel gives a summary of her attitudes 
toward alcohol and drugs as it directly affects the classroom: 
I am deeply insulted when someone comes to my class drunk or high.  School, and in 
fact, daylight, generally, is no time for such activities.  Daytime is for diligent focused 
work.  People who get high during the day are self-medicating for pain, and might ask 
themselves "why."  I have a lot more to say here than will fit; we can talk about this more 
in the actual curriculum.  
Isabel is clear that students impaired by drugs or alcohol are not welcome in her classroom. 
However, the line that Isabel apparently draws between daytime use of alcohol/drugs and non-
daytime use raises questions.  Is Isabel suggesting non-daytime use is okay?  Though not 
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explicit, Isabel's thinking on this subject is a teacher disclosure that would cross into a no-go area 
in the opinion of many.  Isabel herself acknowledges that there is more to be said on the subject: 
"I have a lot more to say here than will fit; we can talk about this more in the actual curriculum."  
Regarding politics, Isabel discloses that she is a Democrat and "will vote for Obama 
again even though I don't think he did enough the first term. Romney is just not an option." 
Isabel here crosses the line into an area that many teachers tend to avoid, dubbed "uncommon 
areas" by Zhang et al. (2007).  Isabel later put her political opinions in the context of her teacher 
role in the class: 
I have a lot of opinions.  But I try to grade based on your demonstrated skills, not your 
conformity to my opinions.  So if you disagree with me that's ok.  Just have your reasons 
and express them clearly (be organized!)  
Isabel assures her students that she will not take their political views into account when she 
grades.  That is a significant statement.  Nevertheless, will students feel comfortable stating 
differing views?  Perhaps "Romney is not an option" could have been softened.  If he is not even 
an option, isn't there something wrong with someone who would support him? Perhaps a 
student’s parent is a Romney supporter. Perhaps the student himself/herself leans that way.  
Sally's decision not to disclose her musical tastes to her students because the students tended to 
judge one another comes to mind.  At the Cooperative School, the majority of students, teachers, 
and school leaders are card-carrying Democrats.  In such a school, where conservatives are in the 
minority, how can teachers make sure to honor these conservative student voices that may be 
silenced, voices that be othered within the school community? 
The letter concludes with a coda of Isabel's philosophy: 
Mostly what you should know about me is that I am a deep thinker.  I know that sounds 
pompous, but I am always thinking and rethinking about everything I do, everything I 
value and everything I believe.  Although, in my capacity as public school teacher, I am 
"an agent of the state," I try to be entirely thoughtful and self-conscious about the effects 
of my role on me, you and on us communally. I think balancing the rights of each of us 
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individually, with the needs of the community, is the most pressing issue of our time.  I 
lean toward acknowledging the needs of the community more because I think we are a 
little out of balance the other way.  Everything about my curriculum stems from thinking 
about how to address your individual needs in light of the needs of the community that 
we comprise together.  If the reasoning behind some aspect of curriculum or policy seems 
confusing or contradictory to who I am, please ask about it.  I will always do my best to 
address your question. 
This is the only part of this very well written letter that to me seems unclear.  "Everything about 
my curriculum, stems from thinking about how to address your individual needs in light of the 
needs of the community that we comprise together." What does this mean regarding texts in the 
curriculum, assignments, etc.? Will Isabel be furthering an agenda that promotes her political 
views?  Will this adversely affect the ability of students to look at both sides of an issue and 
draw their own conclusions?  On the other hand, every teacher is a living person with views and 
opinions, political and otherwise.  To be involved and knowledgeable about issues that confront 
our society is a valuable goal.  Isabel puts her views out there explicitly rather than putting on a 
neutrality mask that is just that -- a mask. Another factor to consider is that she is addressing 
students who will soon be eligible to vote -- not children.  There is a lot to consider here.  
 
Interruption: “Who are you voting for, Ms. Fabricant?” 
It was the fall of 2004, and I was in the midst of my first year teaching. After class one 
day, a few of my 11
th
 grade students and I were talking.  The current Presidential election came 
up in the conversation.  “Who are you voting for?” one of my students asked me. I replied that I 
was going to keep that information private but that I would be happy to talk about issues of our 
country, just not labels.  When pressed, I told him that my voice might have special weight in the 
class and that I would rather discuss issues and let the students argue for their individual 
candidates.  The student did not ask me for my views on issues but instead exclaimed: “Oh my 
God, you must be voting for Bush!” Another student then chimed in: “She is not voting for Bush! 
You’ve heard her in class: Ms. Fabricant is a feminist!” Looking back, I'm glad that I didn't 
reveal that I was voting Democrat.  It was fun leaving them with something to puzzle over.  
In its scope and honesty, Isabel's letter is remarkable. Though certain aspects of the letter 
may trouble me, following Marc Lamont Hill, I accept that there can be intrinsic value in teacher 
self-disclosure. Hill reflects on the difference between the self-disclosure obligations of students 
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(many) and the self-disclosure obligations of teachers (few, if any) and the relationship of such 
disparity to classroom power realities: 
By positioning teachers and administrators as arbiters of acceptability, students who were 
unable to attend class or stay for the entire period because of court appearances, child 
care issues, or other personal problems were forced to disclose these deeply personal 
parts of their lives to relative strangers who offered judgment (approval, dismissal, etc.)  
(Hill, 2009(a), p. 84).   
Hill is dismayed that students are often forced to disclose personal information to teachers and 
administrators, while teachers can stay silent on aspects of their personal identity.  One 
indisputable fact is that Isabel's letter of self-disclosure turns that process on its head.  The 
teacher -- not the student -- is the self-disclosing party with all of the vulnerability that self-
disclosure entails.  
Isabel looks back on her experience with the letter of self-disclosure:  
I think it was ____ (number) years ago, George's year. [George is a pseudonym for a 
student who was notoriously challenging for teachers to deal with.]  I don't know why but 
for some reason, I decided that I would open with a really personal letter. Not personal -- 
like something I was afraid to reveal.  It wasn't anything that was secret for me, but it was 
revealing in that I said, for example that  I have two or three sisters who were sexually 
abused. I come from divorced parents.  I like this kind of music. I had a bunch of 
different paragraphs.  I wanted them to find a connection.  It was like: "I am a whole 
person, and there's going to be a place somewhere between you and me where there is an 
intersect, and I want you tell me." The prompt was: "How are we related?"  And it was 
great.  It was,  really, it was beautiful.  Even George was like: we are both 
environmentalists.  And that was nice. You know? 
There is so much to dissect in Isabel’s letter.  Imagine your doctor or your lawyer sharing with 
you deeply personal and painful information.  Would it be off-putting? Unsettling? Distracting? 
Would you bond with him/her? Would it complicate the relationship in a way that would be bad 
for you as a patient or client? Would you admire the writer's candor and honesty and his or her 
desire to establish a personal connection?  
Despite the reservations I have about some aspects of the letter, I know that Isabel is 
someone whom I respect deeply, a teacher willing to put herself, bare, real, and whole on the 
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page for her students.  She exposes her personhood in detail.  She takes risks.  With those risks 
come real rewards for Isabel and her students. 
Isabel is impossible to pin down, both constituting and destabilizing numerous teacher 
identities.  She defeats easy characterization.  With her letter of remarkable self-disclosure, 
Isabel challenges the dominant discourse of “teacher-as-usual” and exposes herself as a 
reflexive, vulnerable living work in progress. 
Closing this Chapter: The Complexity of a Teacher Life 
The teaching lives of Sally, Isabel, Nia and Diana are marked by questions, tensions, 
joys, and struggles.  Through their teaching and reflections, these teachers have illustrated time 
and time again the complexity of a teaching life.   I am continually struck by the ways in which 
the identities of these teachers come alive in the classroom -- rich, layered, and complex, eluding 
any single dimension or label.   
As a piece of synthesis, I have put to the page here fragments of quotations from my 












“I wanted to be 
professional, and I 
didn’t want to blur 
that line. ”  
 
Nia 
“I don’t want kids who 
don’t fit in to feel like 
they’re alone.”  
 
Isabel  
“So what he needs is 
a mommy. . .And 
that’s how I hold up 
the mirror to him.”  
 
Sally  
“Just defining my role is a bit of a struggle; 
there are so many ideas of what I should be 




Even through these small pieces of the participants’ words, we can see the complexity of a 
teaching life manifest and unfold.  Questions surface: How do we define who we are as teachers?  
Do we position ourselves as “professionals” and draw important lines in the sand – the students 
on one side and the teacher on the other? Do we position ourselves as surrogate parents?  Indeed, 
Isabel uses the word “mommy” rather than mother, reminding us that even our older high school 
students indeed are children and might need a mothering, nurturing hand.  The responsibility of 
teaching students the skills of reading and writing is coupled by the pressure to see each child 
and perhaps attempt to make him or her feel less alone.  The roles seem murky and endless.  In 
the next chapter, I take the words and experiences of my participants and study them through a 
Butlerian lens.  I cannot tackle each word, each insight, and each question posed by these 
teachers, but I attempt in the next chapter to synthesize and make meaning of these women and 






THE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: A DANCE WITH JUDITH BUTLER 
 
 My dance with Judith Butler has been the most challenging yet rewarding dance of my 
academic life. I have found myself holding on for dear life as Butler drags me across the dance 
floor.  I am spinning and spinning.  As the room whirls, confusion and clarity switch off, I step 
on her feet, she steps on mine, all at once the rhythm pounding in my head, clear as day one 
minute, and then the next minute -- all is muffled and quiet, as I try to find the beat.   
In this chapter, I take a getting-to-know-you walk with Butler.  I touch on the key 
concepts and language that inform my Butlerian lens, particularly Butler's views on subject 
formation. I will then return to the teachers' stories and reflect on how their lives in the 
classroom relate to Butler's thinking. 
    Judith Butler: A Darling with Detractors 
A noted philosopher and gender theorist, Judith Butler's work has had an effect on 
contemporary cultural theory that is "nothing short of remarkable" (Cadwallader, 2009, p.289).  
Arguing against the male/female dichotomy exemplified by Adam and Eve in the western 
tradition, Butler is credited with "pushing feminist thought on gender identity on to new 
conceptual terrain" (McNay, 1999, p. 176).  The philosopher Jonathan Dollimore (1996) 
considers Butler "the most brilliantly eclectic theorist of sexuality in recent years" (p. 533).   
Butler holds the position of Maxine Eliot Professor in the Departments of Rhetoric and 
Comparative Literature at the University of California, Berkeley and has received numerous 
academic awards, including a Guggenheim Fellowship.  She is also one of the rare intellectuals 
accorded celebrity status in contemporary culture.  In 2010, for example, Utne Reader, a self-
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described "alternative-press" quarterly journal, named Butler to the list of "25 Visionaries Who 
Are Changing Your World" (Utne Reader, 2010).  
Reading Butler is indeed a challenge.  When I tell my friends who are unfamiliar with 
Butler of my struggles reading her, they smile and shake their heads.  They think I am being self-
deprecating. I assure them that I am not.  My husband and I played a game one night.  He came 
home, and I was perched on the couch with my ever-present Judith Butler Reader (2004).  I 
threw it down and exclaimed to him: “Let’s play a game! Pick a page between one and 260.”  He 
replied: “Okay, page 163.”  I leaf through the book, go to the page and read off the chapter’s 
title: “The Lesbian Phallus and the Morphological Imaginary” and a random sentence from the 
page:   
In Lacan's discussion of what the phallus is, to be distinguished from his discussion of 
who "is" the phallus, he quarrels with various psychiatric practitioners about who is 
entitled to name the phallus, who knows where and how the name applies, who is in the 
position to name the name (Butler, 2004, p. 163).  
 
My husband, a lawyer who spends his days amidst his own legal jargon was suitably impressed. 
He shot up from his seat, eyes wide, “What?” he intoned weakly.   
I am not alone in my struggle. Despite her widespread acclaim, Butler has her fierce 
detractors, many of whom object to Butler's often impenetrable prose. In fact, Butler won first 
prize in the 1998 Bad Writing Contest sponsored by the scholarly journal, Philosophy and 
Literature (Dutton, 1998) for the following sentence:  
The move from a structuralist account in which capital is understood to structure social 
relations in relatively homologous ways to a view of hegemony in which power relations 
are subject to repetition, convergence, and rearticulation brought the question of 
temporality into the thinking of structure, and marked a shift from a form of Althusserian 
theory that takes structural totalities as theoretical objects to one in which the insights 
into the contingent possibility of structure inaugurate a renewed conception of hegemony  
as bound up with the contingent sites and strategies of the rearticulation of power (Butler, 
1997b, p. 13). 
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In a more serious vein, the philosopher Martha Nussbaum (1999) in a wide-ranging, 
stinging article published in New Republic, entitled "The Professor of Parody," sharply criticized 
Butler's work:  
It is difficult to come to grips with Butler's ideas, because it is difficult to figure out what 
they are. Butler is a very smart person . . .Her written style, however, is ponderous and 
obscure (p. 2). 
 
In the view of feminist theorist and fellow academic Valerie Hey (2006), Nussbaum's treatment 
of Butler can be termed "venomous.”  In Hey’s view, Nussbaum accuses Butler of obscurantism, 
willful impenetrability, political quietism, and intellectual elitism (Hey, p. 441).  The allusion to 
quietism refers to the contentions that have arisen between Butler who rejects "woman" as an 
identity and traditional political action groups dedicated to the liberation of "women." To all 
such criticism, Butler (2007) remains impressively unruffled:  
I feel the reception of my work is none of my business, you know? It's not my concern.  
It's your concern (p. 2).  
 
Nevertheless, despite Butler's nonchalance, even her staunchest supporters continue to worry 
about the impenetrability of her prose. The British Journal of Sociology of Education (BJSE) 
devoted an entire issue (September, 2006) solely to Butler with the explicit purpose of helping 
undergraduate and postgraduate students engage with Butler's philosophical ideas.  One of the 
contributors to the special issue admitted that she had resorted to "paratexts" of Butler's writings 
while preparing to author her submission: "Changing the Subject: Judith Butler's Politics of 
Radical Resignification" (Hey, 2006, p. 443).  
Butler's supporters sometimes offer the argument that Butler does not want her thinking 
to be easily digested for fear that simplicity may lead to de-radicalization of her ideas. Perhaps 
more fundamentally, the difficulty of Butler's written material relates to and expresses the 
essence of Butler's ideas.  Like many readers before me, I was struck by the fact that Butler poses 
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many questions but provides few if any answers, but that is neither carelessness on the part of 
Butler nor disrespectfulness to the reader. "Butler's works themselves are part of a process or a 
becoming which has neither origin nor end; indeed, in which origin and end are rejected as 
oppressively, perhaps even violently linear or 'teleological,' i.e. moving towards a specific end or 
final outcome" (Salih, 2002, p .3).  Butler rejects the humanist desire to state a problem and 
arrive at a dispositive solution.  Butler's written style also purposefully incorporates "a critical 
relation to ordinary grammar" which Butler deems useful in challenging taken-for granted 
assumptions (Olson & Worsham, 2000, p. 728).  Butler's stance regarding grammar may 
exacerbate the problems readers tend to have with Butler's prose and may be partly responsible 
for the sobriquet "Judith, the Obscurer" (Thorkelson, 2007, p. 8).  
Valerie Hey (2006), in her contribution to the BJSE issue devoted to Butler welcomes 
Butler's suggestion that "rumination" is the operative concept to be employed by those who wish 
to engage in Butler's ideas (p. 442). The invocation of a cow in the pasture may lack dynamic 
verve, but the metaphor conveys the unhurriedness, the focus, and patience that is necessary for 
the task.  This image is the one that gives me the most encouragement.  I will continue to chew 
on Butler’s ideas.  Although Butler’s prose can be deeply obscure, ideas that emerge are ripe and 
rich.  The denseness or, as some would say, the impenetrability, of her writing confers on me a 
kind of freedom.  I can suspend my predisposition to linear thinking and play with the ideas, 
make them my own.  
Thinkers Before Butler: Shared Affinities 
 It is interesting to consider Butler's thinking in relationship to those who have gone 
before. Nussbaum (1999) in her famously critical assessment of Butler specifically faulted 
Butler's allusions to the work of other philosophers, charging that for the uninitiated or semi-
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initiated reader, the ideas of the referenced thinkers were not sufficiently explained, and for the 
initiated reader, the analysis of these ideas was inadequate (p. 2). 
These figures do not all agree with one another, to say the least; so an initial problem in 
reading Butler one is bewildered to find her arguments buttressed by appeal to so many 
contradictory concepts and doctrines, usually without any account of how the apparent 
contradictions will be resolved (Nussbaum, 1999, p. 2).  
 
Despite Nussbaum's reservations, I argue that it is useful to explore the thinkers who have 
impacted Butler's thinking.   I will, however, take care to avoid the suggestion that Butler's work 
builds on what went before her as a jet plane takeoff follows on the Wright brothers' venture at 
Kitty Hawk.  Butler does not adapt the work of others and seek to add to or build on it.  That 
process would inevitably gravitate toward the teleology that Butler so emphatically eschews.  
Rather, I will discuss theorists with whom Butler, to employ Sara Salih's (2002) apt locution, 
"may share affinities" (p. 6), given the focus of this paper, i.e., the construction of the subject's 
identity through performativity.   
Georg Wilhelm Frederich Hegel 
First among thinkers for whom Butler has affinity is the nineteenth-century German 
philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831).  So deep was Butler's interest in Hegel 
that Butler's first book (an expansion of her dissertation), first published in 1987 is entitled: 
Subjects of Desire: Hegelian Reflections in Twentieth-Century France (1999).  Butler herself 
acknowledges a lasting affinity for Hegel's work: "In a sense all of my work remains within the 
orbit of a certain set of Hegelian questions" (Kirby, 2006, p. 1). 
In the trajectory of their professional lives, Hegel and Butler have striking commonalities.  
Like Butler, Hegel created a large body of work that is exceedingly abstract and "fiendishly 
difficult to read" (Warburton, 2011, p. 126).  The twentieth-century philosopher Alfred Jules 
Ayer in a stinging assessment of Hegel was even harsher to Hegel than Nussbaum was to Butler, 
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asserting that Hegel's writing "was no more informative than nonsense verse and considerably 
less appealing" (quoted in Warburton, 2011, p. 127).  Despite such critiques, Hegel, very much 
like Butler, achieved remarkable success in his professional life. When he died in 1831 at the age 
of sixty-one, he was the most widely known and admired philosopher of his time (Warburton, 
2011, p. 127). 
One of Hegel's ideas that has interested Butler during her entire professional life is the 
dialectic. Thesis begets its opposite, the antithesis, which challenges the original assertion.  From 
the clash of the thesis and antithesis a more complex third position emerges which takes both 
thesis and antithesis into account, after which the process begins again.  Hegel believed that the 
dialectic resulted in progress.  Though Butler does not subscribe to Hegel's implication that such 
a process can lead to absolute knowledge on the part of the "geist" (spirit) (Salih, 2002, p. 4), 
nevertheless, the idea of constantly evolving subjects in the unfinished business of  "becoming" 
is an aspect of the dialectic that resonates with Butler.  Certainly, in my view, the image of an 
unending process of becoming comports with the formation of a teacher identity. Each day, each 
class, each moment calls on differing aspects of a teacher's personhood and that personhood is 
changed in a process of endless becoming.  
Possible Post-Structuralism Affinities: Foucault, Derrida, and Lacan 
Though Butler resists the post-structuralist label (Jackson, 2004, p. 688), she shares 
strong affinities with many poststructuralist principles.  Michel Foucault (1926-1984), Jacques 
Derrida (1930-2004), and Jacques Lacan (1901-1981), three of the French twentieth-century 
philosophers who are implicitly alluded to in Butler's title, Subjects of Desire: Hegelian 
Reflections in Twentieth-Century France, are all closely aligned with post-structuralist thinking 
(Weedon, 1997, p. 19). 
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Moya Lloyd (2007) asserts that post-structuralism can be usefully understood as a 
negative or critical philosophical position -- "anti-essentialist, anti-foundationalist, wary of grand 
narratives, opposed to the idea of history as linear and progressive, and distrustful of 
metaphysics" (p. 11).  The post-structuralist philosophers fundamentally reject the humanist view 
of the self as sovereign, unitary, master of its fate and instead theorize a self that is fluid, 
tentative and unstable. The post-structuralists see the self as comprised of a multiplicity of 
subjectivities, often in conflict, formed in a social milieu in which differing discourses, language 
and power relationships coexist and contend.  Importantly, the post-structuralist principles hold 
that language is not a medium for expression; language produces rather than reflects reality 
(Jackson & Mazzei, 2012, p. 70).  Language is "the place where our sense of ourselves, our 
subjectivity is constructed" (Weedon, 1997, p. 21). 
Derrida and Foucault are both of particular interest to Butler (Salih, 2004, p. 5).  
Foucault's historical studies concerning various constructions of sex and sexuality in different 
societies, at different times and in different contexts provided a framework for her own 
formulations of gender, sex, and sexuality (Salih, 2002, p. 5).  Despite Butler's affinity for Hegel, 
Butler agreed with Derrida in his rejection of Hegel's full dialectical synthesis with regard to 
subjectivity.  In fact, Butler, Derrida and Foucault all are of the opinion that the difference 
inherent in the dialectic cannot be incorporated into identity, as Hegel had assumed (Lloyd, 
2007, p.19).  Butler concludes that heterosexuality requires homosexuality in order to exist. 
Heterosexuality can only be actualized insofar as it is "mediated through that which is different" 
(Lloyd, 2007, p. 19).  
Lacan's work resonates with Butler, in Lacan's emphasis on the role of language in the 
formation of social identity.  Following Freud's theory of the unconscious, Lacan argues that 
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subjectivity is not constructed by consciousness, pointing out the role that the unconscious plays 
in this process. Thus the structuring cannot be knowable to the subject, and the subject cannot be 
the unitary self of humanism (Usher & Edwards, 1994. p. 62).  
Butler: Gender and Beyond 
Butler is perhaps most famous for her contention that gender is unmoored from the 
human body. Gender is not something that one "is."  Gender is something that one "does," 
something that one constructs through performative, reiterative acts, including speech acts in the 
social world. “Gender reality is performative which means quite simply, that it is real only to the 
extent it is performed " (Butler, 1990a, p. 258).  It is important to note that the reiterative actions 
that constitute gender are not "performed" in the humanist sense that there is a doer behind the 
deed. Rather it is the very act of reiterating these prescribed roles that constitutes the gender 
assignment of the subject.  Of crucial importance is the fact that gender is never done.  
Constituted by reiterative acts, gender is forever in process.  
Butler contends that performativity is not limited to gender assignment but constitutes a 
comprehensive theory of subjectivity formation.  Following Butler and her exposition of gender, 
I argue that teacher identities (very much like gender) can be viewed as social structures formed 
through reiterative acts carried out in a complex milieu in which diverse discourses co-exist, 
contend and occasionally collide with one another. In making this analysis, it is useful to 
contemplate that "discourse" is a broad and inclusive concept, defined by Melanie Miller Marsh 
as "a pattern of thinking, speaking, behaving and interacting that is socially constructed and 
sanctioned by a specific group or groups of people"  (quoted in Clark, 2008, p. 23). The diverse 
and numerous discourses operative in the Cooperative School classroom allow for multiple 
aspects of teacher identity.  The construction of a teaching life is far from singular. 
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Toward "The Regime of Teacher Norms"  
The data that emerged from the study led me to realize that normative identities play a 
major role in the classroom lives of the participating teachers.  The substance of these norms 
emerged through the interviews and focus group/learning community site meetings, as the 
teachers spoke of the expectations that they had for themselves as teachers and the expectations 
that others had of them as well.  The following roles came up over and over; these roles are far 
from simple; rather, these roles are embedded in normative teacher identities, pressuring teachers 
in sometimes subtle and sometimes direct ways on how to "be" a teacher.  Teacher as Expert, 
Teacher as Guide, Teacher as Boss and Teacher as Professional, together comprise what I have 
named "The Regime of Teacher Norms."  I acknowledge that "regime" has a disparaging 
connotation.  I mean this only in the sense that taken together, the powerful and demanding 
normative identities are often in conflict with one another, pushing teachers in opposing 
directions.   
In keeping with the spirit of qualitative research, I looked for the "how" and the "why" of 
their attitudes and their behavior.  For example, why might a teacher feel upset or disappointed if 
she doesn't know an answer?  (Teacher as Expert). How does a teacher handle her obligation to 
assign numerical grades on the students' essays? (Teacher as Boss collides with Teacher as 
Guide).  At what point does teacher self-disclosure destabilize Teacher as Professional?  In short, 
through my data analysis, I came to name “The Regime of Teacher Norms" as a tool for 
understanding and reflecting on the tensions and conflicting expectations that teachers confront.  
Normative roles imply that power is in play in complex ways.  Power acts against the 
teacher-subject by pressuring her to conform to the behaviors of the normative role but 
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simultaneously acts for the teacher by constructing for her an identity in the social world.  The 
power that is in play in “The Regime of Teacher Norms” encompasses not only the power of the 
educational hierarchy in a particular institution but also ideology -- ideas of what a teacher 
should be, based on history, literature, folklore, and popular culture.       
With a grateful nod to my teacher participants, I articulate the normative identities that 
are constituents of “The Regime of Teacher Norms:” Teacher as Expert, Teacher as Guide, 
Teacher as Boss, and Teacher as Professional.  (You can refer to Appendix G to see the ways in 
which I charted the data through a Buterlian lens).    
 
In “The Regime of Teacher Norms:” Teacher as Expert  
 
We have previously met headmaster Thomas Gradgrind, who "seemed a kind of cannon 
loaded to the muzzle with facts and prepared to blow them clean out of the regions of childhood 
at one discharge" (Dickens, 1854/1996, p. 12).  Headmaster Gradgrind is the archetype of the 
"Teacher as Expert" role.  Once a teacher receives her teaching license (a requirement in the 
Cooperative School), theoretically the expert status of the teacher has been sufficiently affirmed 
for the particular class being taught, but teachers, to various degrees, internalize a version of the 
expert role that Dickens satirized.  Isabel, for example, is confident in her role as Expert, but she 
presents this expertise as being linked to age and experience rather than innate ability.  Although 
Isabel explicitly calls to her expertise (e.g. she notes her extensive knowledge of vocabulary 
words and the power of teacher model writing to inspire), she also allows that she does not have 
a magic ability – her expertise came from hard work and years of experience.  The possible 
power and limitations of the “Teacher as Expert” is coupled with the power and limitations that 
accompany the “Teacher as Guide.”  
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In “The Regime of Teacher Norms:” Teacher as Guide 
Much has changed since Gradgrind reigned.  The image of the teacher as the one with all 
the answers still exists but has been devalorized in many circles.  Indeed, the Cooperative School 
strongly affirms a commitment to student-centered pedagogy.  Alison King (1993) in the aptly 
titled article "From Sage on the Stage to Guide on the Side," summarizes the shift in pedagogic 
thinking: 
In contrast to the transmittal model illustrated by the classroom lecture-note-taking 
scenario, the constructivist model places students at the center of the model -- actively 
participating in thinking and discussing ideas while making meaning themselves (King, 
1993, p. 30).   
 
“Teacher as Guide” is the name I give to the role of teacher in Alison King's constructivist 
classroom, a role encouraged by the Cooperative School's often stated preference for student-
centered pedagogy over teacher-centered pedagogy.  Nia is a strong proponent of  “Teacher as 
Guide.”  She speaks of the methods she and her co-teacher use to position themselves as Teacher 
Guides, walking amongst the students and observing student behavior in action rather than 
standing in front of the room as “Sages on the Stage:”   
. . .we [my co-teacher and I] walk among the desks, and we watch them do it, and we take 
mad notes on what they’re doing well and what they’re struggling with so that we can 
actually see it happen. And then we talk afterwards, and we compare notes . . .we look at 
what they actually have and look at what’s going on, and we’re like okay, so now what 
do we need to do?  What’s next? 
Yet this question of “What’s next?” leads to the next role under “The Regime of Teacher 
Norms:” the “Teacher as Boss.”  
 
In “The Regime of Teacher Norms:” Teacher as Boss 
Robyn Hunt and Bronwyn Davies gave the name "teaching as usual" to "a dominant 
discourse in which the teacher has an habituated sense that she is the one who unquestionably 
knows what is going on and who has the authority to assert the correctness of that view" (Davies, 
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2006, p. 435).  “Teacher as Boss” is the locution I use for the role of teacher in a “teaching as 
usual” environment.  
Despite the Cooperative School's deep commitment to student-centered pedagogy, the 
Cooperative School retains many characteristics of the traditional school.  Grades must be 
entered on Jupiter Grades (the school on-line, numerical grading program).  Class attendance 
must be taken and reported.  “Teacher as Boss” also surfaces in the way that the teacher manages 
her class.  Does the teacher, for example, invoke disciplinary action when a student is using a 
cell phone against school rules?  The pressure to be “Teacher as Guide” is matched by the 
pressure to be “Teacher as Boss.”  Sally articulated the difficulties and stresses that accompany 
negotiating such oppositional roles.   
Sometimes I feel I'm not nice enough when I'm teaching because there's too much to get 
done . . . Sometimes, I feel I'm not nice enough, but I don't want to be seen as a push-
over, and I don't know whether part of that is because I'm new. So I want to show myself 
as stern but also caring. So there's a lot going on in my head. Am I being nice enough? 
Am I being too nice?  
Here Sally expresses the struggles she has balancing her desire to be compassionate with her 
desire to get things done.  The “too much to get done” speaks ultimately to “Teacher as Boss,” 
where the Boss must chart the course, be in charge, and get things done.  
In “The Regime of Teacher Norms:” Teacher as Professional 
Another normative role that surfaced in the data is “Teacher as Professional.”  Like many 
other "professionals," e.g., doctors and lawyers, there are standards of behavior that pertain to 
teachers, but unlike doctors and lawyers, the standards for teacher behavior are rarely codified.  
This study often considers the normative role of Professional Teacher in the context of teacher 
self-disclosure.  At times, teacher self-disclosure is a useful pedagogic tool, but it may raise 
questions and concerns for the "professional" teacher as well.  Diana, for example, was the single 
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participant who used the actual word “professional” when describing her views on teacher self-
disclosure within the classroom.   
But I guess it really comes down to: I wanted to be a professional, and I didn’t want to 
blur that line. 
Of all the participants, Diana was the one to articulate explicitly a desire to be seen as “Teacher 
as Professional.”  Yet we have seen that this line even for Diana becomes murky and difficult to 
negotiate in the complex world of a teaching life.    
“The Regime of Teacher Norms:” Teachers in Constant Movement 
  
Following Butler's theory of performativity, the teacher's reiterative acts in the classroom 
construct her subjectivities, including those identified in “The Regime of Teacher Norms.”  
Importantly, however, the teacher is not doomed to repeat these reiterative acts without variation,  
and therein lies the agency of the subject.    
In my view, “The Regime of Teacher Norms” presents a rich opportunity to delve into 
subject formation as articulated by Butler. A Butlerian lens of performativity allows the teacher 
participants to be unmoored from a narrowly defined and static constructivist view.  Instead, 
these teachers are constantly in movement, they are constantly becoming.  
Identity, Subjectivity, Self or Personhood: What's in a Name?   
“That Word Was Like the Others” 
 
 The question emerges: what locution should I use to talk about the "personhood" of the 
teacher participants?  The word "identity" is clouded in questions and complexities; perhaps 
subjectivity is a safer choice.  Anita Brady and Tony Schirato (2011), authors of Understanding 
Judith Butler, puzzled over the relationship between "subjectivity" and “identity" and concluded: 
“Butler is not particularly helpful or clear about this issue" (p.13).  I observe that Butler tends to 
use "identity" specifically in connection with gender assignment under dominant heterosexuality.  
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Butler contends that "woman" is an unstable "identity," a position that has relevance for  
"identity politics," "e.g., the "Women's Movement" or “Women's Liberation.”  The authors in the 
September 2006 issue of the British Journal of Sociology of Education devoted solely to Butler's 
work tended to speak of “subjectivity” and “subjectification” -- not "identity," as they applied 
performativity to a living classroom.  On the other hand Alecia Youngblood Jackson (2004) 
starts her very thoughtful essay "Performativity Identified" with the statement: "My identity as a 
southern woman is in trouble" (p. 673).   
In Thinking with Theory, Jackson and Mazzei (2012) state that “identity" is a "humanist 
signifier” that tends to stabilize meaning about people who belong to a particular identity 
category (p.69).  Nevertheless, I have come to the decision that I will feel free to use the word 
"identity” in this paper, when it seems appropriate, acknowledging that it is regarded as a 
humanist signifier. When I use "identity," I will keep at the forefront of my mind the 
understanding that identity is not a fixed, stable notion.  Our identities are not stable, they are 
forever in flux, forever being reified and transformed, comprised of multiplicities and 
contradictions.   
As I reflect on my tentativeness regarding a choice of locution, I am reminded, in any 
event, of the futility of language, the fact that it can never adequately express.  Addie’s voice 
from William Faulkner (1990)’s As I Lay Dying seeps into my head:  
He had a word, too. Love, he called it. But I had been used to words for a long time. I 
knew that that word was like the others: just a shape to fill a lack (p. 201).  
 
Power and “The Regime of Teacher Norms” at the Cooperative School 
 
Butler subscribes to Foucault's enunciation of "power relations" as a key to her thinking 
on performativity and identity formation (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012, p. 67).  Following Foucault, 
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Butler holds that power is myriad, varied, and complex. Power relations at the Cooperative 
School illustrate Foucault's point.  The Cooperative School is a public school, and the 
Department of Education exercises power over the school principal and over all school 
employees.  The principal exercises power over teachers and other Cooperative School staff.  
Teachers, in turn, exercise power over students, but it is important to note that students and 
parents exercise power as well.  Complaints lodged with the principal by a parent over the 
teacher's arguably unfair treatment of a student, can, for example, impact the teacher 
significantly.   
Foucault argues that power is neither one dimensional nor simply repressive:  
What makes power hold good, what makes it accepted, is simply the fact that it doesn't 
only weigh on us as a force that says no, but that it traverses and produces things, it 
induces pleasure, forms knowledge, produces discourse.  It needs to be considered as a 
productive network which runs through the whole body more than as a negative instance 
whose function is repression (Foucault, 1980, p. 119). 
Following Foucault's multi-dimensional view of power, Butler argues that the subject does not 
simply fight against submission to a power acting on the subject.  Quite to the contrary, the 
subject is highly ambivalent, feeling simultaneously, mastery and submission.  Like Foucault, 
Butler argues that the subject willingly accedes to the power that is acting against him/her, 
because in the process he/she thereby attains an identity:  
But if following Foucault we understand power forming (emphasis in original) the subject 
as well as providing the very condition of its existence and trajectory of its desire, power 
is not simply what we oppose, but also, in a strong sense, what we depend on for our 
existence and what we harbor and preserve in the beings that we are (Butler, 1997, p. 2).  
 For the most part, individuals yield to the expectations of the dominant discourses 
enforced by society, e.g., the heterosexual matrix.  Individuals, for example, routinely accede to 
the feminine/masculine binary, accept their assigned genders and constitute these identities by 
performative acts. With regard to gender identity, this begins with parents (little girls in pink 
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princess dresses and little boys in baseball hats).  Most subjects accede to the demands of a 
power that ironically limits the subject's opportunity (Jackson, 2004, p. 25).    
Even if the subjectivity is that of a prisoner, it is still an identity, and we are social 
animals who are in desperate need of a place in the social world. Every teacher at the 
Cooperative School, for example, feels pressure to assume the roles of Teacher as Expert, 
Teacher as Guide, Teacher as Boss, Teacher as Professional. Part of this pressure is generated by 
the Department Education and by the school administration; part is generated by ideology, i.e., 
the centuries-old idea of what a teacher should be in the western tradition dating back to 
Socrates, incorporating Headmaster Gradgrind, Mr. Chips, Mr. Keating of Dead Poets Society, 
etc.  There is, for example, no formal dress code at the Cooperative School.  Yet the power 
supporting the Professional Teacher role would be activated if a teacher showed up for work in a 
bikini.   
Normative Roles Beyond Gender: White Southern Girl Though a Butlerian Lens 
 
Butler asserts that her theory of subjectivity formation is applicable beyond the venue of 
gender, and a number of commentators have responded to that implied challenge.  Alecia 
Youngblood Jackson (2004) turned to Butler's theories to elucidate her struggles as a white, 
working class, small-town, southern girl who transitions to a university faculty where she serves 
as professor.  Jackson conveys to the reader the powerful pressure she felt from her family and 
community to conform to societal expectations associated with the identity she was supposed to 
embrace.  Jackson should, for example, have limited educational goals.  She should go to the 
local church, marry, have children, espouse conservative political opinions, and socialize only 
with white people.  Nevertheless Jackson becomes a college professor, holds liberal political 
opinions, remains unmarried and childless, and socializes with whom she pleases.    
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Despite the dramatic changes in Jackson's external circumstances, Butler argues and 
indeed Jackson confirms that her identity as a white southern girl is not "done" and neither is her 
subjectivity as a liberally minded college professor. Subjectivities are not wiped out and replaced 
by other subjectivities; they are never fully formed or finished. How does Jackson deal with her 
family on her home visits?  Will her performative acts constitute and confirm her stereotypical 
identity as white, conservative, religious, small-town girl or can the university professor in any 
way emerge?   
If we view Jackson's situation from a humanist perspective, we might simply be curious 
as to whether or not Jackson decides to break with her family and neighbors and continue to 
pursue her life in the university setting, with all that entails, but following Butler, we know that 
Jackson is not an autonomous self, master of her fate, sitting back and deciding on her course of 
action.  No part of Jackson (2004) can stand outside social structures and craft a response to her 
dilemma (p. 685).  However, Foucault (1980) importantly observes: "To say that one can never 
be outside power does not mean that one is trapped and condemned to defeat no matter what" (p. 
141).   
Following Butler, the only way that Jackson can contest or confirm the regulatory 
identity of "southern white woman" is through performativity. Significantly, performativity is 
not doomed to a constant repetition in exactly the same form. This insight accounts for the 
agency that Jackson employed in her journey from small town girl to university professor and the 
agency that is available in dealing with her visits with her family.     
In the event, Jackson on home visits injects into family discourse a new "identity," that of 
Jackson as an educator who has insights relevant to local education issues.  In addition, Jackson 
(2004) employs silence as a response to her family's espousal of ideas with which Jackson is in 
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fundamental disagreement (p. 683).  In short, Jackson through agency tweaks but does not erase 
her white, southern girl identity.  According to Butler, this is as much as can be accomplished. 
Identities cannot be rejected or adopted whole cloth.   
The Impact of Butler's Thinking on Education Practice and Research 
Given the wide interest and support for Butler's ideas regarding identity formation 
throughout the academic world and beyond, it is not surprising that educators have turned their 
attention to Butler, as evidenced by the BJSE special issue devoted solely to Butler's work.  
School is after all a social site in which identity formation is more or less the business at hand, 
and a deeper understanding of that process could be useful and important, particularly in view of 
the seemingly intractable problems that confront the education community.  
Bronwyn Davies (2006), a contributor to the BJSE special issue devoted to Butler, points 
out a troublesome preliminary obstacle: "What Butler does not do, as a philosopher, is link her 
analysis to the details of everyday lives in education or other settings" (p. 425). In this respect, 
Butler joins the company of Sigmund Freud who famously did not address the implications that 
his work had for education. As he ruefully admitted near the end of his life: "I have scarcely 
concerned myself with it at all" (quoted in Felman, 1982, p. 23).  Butler, like Freud, leaves to 
others the work of relating theory to practice in the crucially important arena of education.  
Despite Butler's lack of direct involvement, the classroom has become a lively and 
complex venue for re-thinking identity formation as inspired by Butler's work.  Davies (2006) 
points out that conventionally, in educational settings, teachers and students are viewed in liberal 
humanist terms as "autonomous individuals with varying degrees of freedom to choose what 
kind of person to be" (p. 425).  Davies seeks to replace this humanist concept of self with 
Butler's concept of subjectivity. Perhaps it is worth revisiting the point that students and for that 
matter teachers will continue to see themselves through a humanist perspective even if this may 
not be an accurate picture of reality. This "illusion" can be viewed as a product of the power that 
supports normative identities, but it is still something with which to contend. Later in this 
chapter, I will analyze the experiences of the participant teachers through a Butlerian framework 
that relates the relevant life experiences of the individual teachers to “The Regime of Teacher 
Norms.”   
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Interpellation: "I Hail You!" 
 
A key factor in subjectivity formation as articulated by Butler is interpellation, the term 
used by the philosopher Louis Althusser (1918-1990) to describe the process by which an 
authority figure hails a subject into the subject's social position (Salih, 2002, p. 78). Althusser 
famously gave the example of the policeman's call of "Hey, you there!" to the man in the street, 
who turns around to look at the policeman and thus acknowledges that he is indeed a subject.  
Althusser's example depicts an acknowledged authority figure (the policeman) hailing a subject 
against whom power is being exercised, but I argue that it is also appropriate to extend the 
concept of interpellation to encompass the student hailing the teacher, as well as the teacher 
hailing the student.   
In support of this position, I point to Foucault's description of the complexity of power 
relations and their various manifestations in the social world, for example, power relations in a 
school that go beyond the simple idea that the teacher is in charge of the student. Any teacher 
will confirm that students and their parents have power in the school community. Accordingly, 
this power can be utilized by a parent or a student who hails the individual to her status as 
teacher.  Sara Salih (2002) observed that a literal "hailing" is not necessary to initiate 
interpellation; one can also be interpellated by ideology (p. 78).  I argue that the ideology of the 
education community supports the interpellation of teachers by students and parents as well as 
the more conventional interpellation of students by teachers.   
Importantly, however, in any interpellation event, the hailed party must acknowledge the 
interpellation in order for the interpellation to be effective and for the subject to assume a subject 
position.  The subject may feel autonomous and independent in this process, but this feeling is 
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illusory though it is essential for the "accomplishment" of oneself as a recognizable and viable 
subject (Davies, 2006, p. 427).  
Acts of recognition between teachers and students are all day, everyday occurrences in 
school.  Through the focus of this paper is the formation of teacher identities, teacher and student 
identities are intimately related; each to some extent depends on the other. The student subject 
hails the teacher subject and vice versa in an ongoing process of interpellation.   Later in this 
chapter, I will offer examples of interpellation as it emerges in the teaching lives of the 
participants. 
Primary School Student Subjectivities: The Naughty Boys 
Bronwyn Davies (2006) used Butler's thinking as a lens to view the construction of the 
identities of primary school students. One incident involves a schoolyard fight (Davies, 2006, p. 
427).  The overly rambunctious boys are admonished by the teachers for their misbehavior, but 
as the miscreants walk away, they laugh and sing "We are the Naughty Boys" just loud enough 
for the teachers to hear.  This invites analysis by Butlerian principles at numerous levels.  The 
boys have been judged "naughty," confirming perhaps the most basic power relation of the 
school.  But the boys assert their agency by refusing to be shamed and instead make fun of the 
disciplinary process. The naughty boys' song illustrates Butler's (1995b, p. 135) point: "The 
process of reiteration by which subjects are continuously constituted opens a space in which the 
constituting forces are open to be worked" (p. 428).  The boys take advantage of that space to 
subvert the "naughty" designation by poking fun at it. The “naughty” boys both confirm and 
trouble their identity.  
In this paper, I will borrow the approach of Bronwyn Davies (2006), viewing the 
complex and multiple identities of the participating teachers through the lens of Judith Butler 
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performativity.  The identities of these teachers  -- like the identities of their students -- are never 
complete; they are constructed by performativity in multiple discourses that contend with one 
another, providing in their tentativeness and fluidity, opportunities for redefinition, and thus 
leaving room for agency on the part of the “subject” teachers.   
The Participants' Stories Through a Butlerian Refraction 
The stories of Sally, Nia, Diana, and Isabel, as set forth in Chapter 4, are the product of 
qualitative research.  Each of the participants described her teaching life and her perception of 
the roles that she implements and eschews in the classroom.  It has been a powerful learning 
experience for me to watch these women teach and hear them articulate to me and to each other 
some of the central questions, reflections, and tensions that are manifest in a teaching life.  
Chapter 4 is rooted in perception -- the perception of the teachers: how they see themselves and 
their accounts of how others (parents and students, for example) see them. 
Accordingly, in Chapter 4, based on interviews, focus groups/learning community sites, 
and observations, I put to the page as best I could a slice of each participant’s teaching life.  
What aspects of teaching drive her?  Which roles does she embrace as teacher in the classroom?  
Which roles does she reject? Which does she approach with ambivalence?  During the course of 
the study, the teachers saw themselves as sometimes embracing and sometimes pushing against 
normative teacher identities that I have named “The Regime of Teacher Norms,” specifically, 
Teacher as Guide, Teacher as Expert, Teacher as Professional and Teacher as Boss.   
This chapter will look at these teachers and their stories from a different perspective, i.e., 
through the lens of Butler's theory of subject formation.  Butler famously theorized that gender is 
not a biological inevitability; rather, gender is formed by reiterative acts that constitute a 
normative gender identity.  Gender is not something that one is; it is something that one does 
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(Lloyd, 2007, p.42).  Similarly, I argue that teachers form the normative identities that constitute 
“The Regime of Teacher Norms” through reiterative and citational acts in the complex social 
milieu of the Cooperative School.  
Important Butlerian concepts such as interpellation and agency will emerge in the 
teachers' experiences.   As discussed more fully above, interpellation, a concept Butler borrowed 
from Louis Althusser, refers to the process by which a subject is "hailed" into a subject position.  
Agency will be evident as teachers construct their identities through reiterative acts.  Agency is 
grounded not in a doer behind the deed -- following Butler, there is no such thing -- but rather 
from the fact that the reiterative acts that constitute an identity need not be identical.  There is 
always room for variation and in this space resides agency, the possibility for modification.  
In this chapter, I will consider Butler's process of subject formation and relate this 
process to the actual classroom experiences related by the participating teachers in Chapter 4.  A 
major point for ongoing reflection is the understanding that identity is not singular, it is never 
finished.  It is forever in the process of becoming.   
“To Think with Theory:” Not a Neat and Tidy Process 
At the outset, there seems a theoretical disconnect between qualitative research and 
Judith Butler's work.  Jackson and Mazzei (2012) point out that many post-structuralist theorists, 
including Butler, demand that the qualitative researcher attempt to decentre some of the traps 
found in humanistic qualitative inquiry, for example, data, voice, narrative and meaning-making 
(p. viii).  Importantly, Jackson and Mazzei do not reject conventional qualitative practices; 
rather, they work the limitations of such practices, for example, decrying any attempt by the 
researcher to figure out what the participants "mean.”  They also express discomfort with any 
narrative that appears to be overly coherent or too neatly bounded by themes and patterns.  In 
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short, Jackson and Mazzei have made me mindful of a need for reticence on the part of a 
qualitative researcher and a willingness to eschew easy "analysis.”   
I argue that “The Regime of Teacher Norms” provides a useful matrix that helps us to 
understand the complex ways in which we take on our roles as teachers within the classroom.  As 
new teachers, we bring to our work the teachers of our past  -- perhaps a favored teacher from 
our student experience and perhaps fictional friends as well, in my case, Miss Muriel Stacy of 
Anne of Green Gables and Mr. John Keating of Dead Poets' Society. The idealized and 
sometimes not so idealized roles that the new teacher brings must contend with and to some 
extent adapt to the traditional script of what "teacher" means in our contemporary culture, as 
exemplified by “The Regime of Teacher Norms."  
The title of Jackson and Mazzei's  (2012) book is instructive: “Thinking with Theory in 
Qualitative Research: Viewing Data across Multiple Perspectives."  The image invites the 
qualitative researcher to turn to theorists to open up the process of qualitative data analysis.   
This paper attempts to do just that on a small scale.  I will turn to Butler's work, with a nod to the 
other theorists with whom she shares affinity, with the goal of "opening up" the more 
conventional qualitative data analysis that was set forth in Chapter 5.  
Following Jackson and Mazzei, I will in this chapter attempt to "plug in" the data from 
my study into Butler's theory of performativity, including the component concepts of agency and 
interpellation.  "Thinking with Theory" is not a neat process.  The experiences of the participants 
do not fit neatly into any assemblage.  Rather, I have in this chapter identified "chunks" of data 
that can be usefully analyzed through the lens of Butler's theory of performativity and subject 
formation. 
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As noted above, performativity is at the heart of Butler's theory of subjectification, that is 
the reiterative and citational acts by which an identity is constituted.  An identity is never fixed; 
it is forever in a process of becoming.   Power is operative in this process at two levels. First, 
power acts to make the subject possible.  "The Regime of Teacher Norms,” for example, creates 
a space for a Teacher as Expert that the teacher through reiterative and citational acts accedes to.  
Power gives the teacher his/her place in the social world.  Thereafter, power is manifest as the 
subject constructs his/her identity through reiterative Teacher-as-Expert acts in the classroom. 
The teacher, after all, exercises power in the classroom on an everyday basis.  Importantly, any 
identity is always tentative, never fixed, often complex, and always becoming.    
Before turning to the study data in detail, however, I think it appropriate to step back and 
emphasize the big picture, that is, an acknowledgement of the great resonance that Butler's 
theory of subject formation brings to the exploration of teacher identity.  The insight that identity 
is never constituted but is rather in a process of endless becoming is of fundamental importance 
to teacher subjectification.  The fluidity, tentativeness, complexity and illusiveness of teacher 
identities are characteristics that comport with Butler's theory of subjectivity formation through 
performativity.  Importantly, following Butler, the teacher may through agency assert herself in 
the process of reiterative acts that constitute performativity.  Reiterative acts need not be 
identical acts.  Turning to the power relationships that constitute an essential aspect of normative 
identities, the power relations that are significant in Butler's exploration of normative 
heterosexuality differ from but are analogous to the power relationships that underlie  “The 
Regime of Teacher Norms.”  Butler's thinking provides a rich resource for a qualitative 
researcher such as myself who seeks to 'think with theory' in looking at the data I have generated 
though research. 
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Thinking With Butler – “The Regime of Teacher Norms" 
I have organized this chapter by the four teacher identities that comprise what I have 
named "The Regime of Teacher Norms,” i.e., Teacher as Guide, Teacher as Expert, Teacher as 
Professional, Teacher as Boss. The existence of these normative roles surfaced in my 
conversations with and observations of the study participants as they constructed (and continue 
again and again to construct) their teaching lives.  The reflections of the participating teachers 
provided the genesis for the articulation of these normative identities.  Questions such as these 
abounded: "How do I contend with the expectation that I am the expert who knows all the 
answers?"  That is a burden for some and a welcome challenge for others.  "Just how do I 
comply with my school’s edict that I be a "Guide" to my students?"   Some found it easier to fall 
into “The Sage on the Stage” role rather than the often murkier role of Teacher as Guide.  
“Should I confiscate a cell phone from a student in class and will the Dean support me when the 
parent complains?" "How much of my personhood do I disclose to my students?”  Teachers and 
students are not friends, and they are not family, yet the study participants conveyed, time after 
time, teacher/student relationships that were replete with emotional resonance.   
Thinking with theory, I note that at the heart of a Butlerian analysis is a critical analysis 
of power.  “The Regime of Teacher Norms,” for better and for worse, is ripe and ready for such 
analysis.  These normative roles do not come out of thin air.  They have been and continue to be 
constituted in schools such as the Cooperative School, venues where language, power and 
discourses coexist and contend. Teacher as Guide is animated by the power of the Cooperative 
School that strongly supports student-centered pedagogy.  Teacher as Expert, Teacher as Boss 
and Teacher as Professional are all animated by the power of traditional expectations that attach 
to the construction of the teacher identity in our culture.  In addition, as always, language can be 
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confounding as well as enlightening.  What does the Cooperative School principal mean if she 
endorses "Teacher as Guide?"  How might this be implemented by the teacher?  What questions 
might arise?  The complexity of a teaching life is on full display here, as each teacher must find 
her own way, her own mode of being, while navigating a course through “The Regime of 
Teacher Norms.”    
“The Regime of Teacher Norms” 
 
I.  Teacher as Guide 
  
Even though the Cooperative School is a traditional school in many if not most respects, 
philosophically, it consistently vocalizes a commitment to student-centered learning, and the 
image of Teacher as Guide is powerful and omnipresent in Cooperative School classrooms.  
Collaboration is presented to the students of the Cooperative School as an ideal.  Transactional 
education pedagogy takes a back seat to learning side by side.   During the course of this study, 
every classroom I visited was set up with the goal of collaboration paramount.  Students either 
sat at tables in groups or sat at desks that were pushed together to form makeshift tables.  The 
layout of these classrooms is a non-verbal but nonetheless integral part of the discourse that 
contributes to the formation of the Teacher as Guide normative identity at the Cooperative 
School. I did not visit a class where the teacher spoke or lectured for a significant part of the 
class period.  Typically, during my observations, the teacher would speak briefly, take questions, 
if any, and then encourage the students to jump into a task.  Often the task would call for group 
collaboration.  In any event, the teacher would walk around the room, asking questions, checking 
in, and sometimes taking notes.  This was typically the structure of the day’s activity. 
Sally as Guide 
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This was the environment that Sally, a newly-minted teacher walked into. Sally, who 
admits to a predilection for transactional pedagogy, citing the more secure, firm, scripted role of 
teacher, when first observing the classroom group setting expressed uncertainty as to how to 
proceed:  
Just coming to this school, I remember was a big shift.  It’s not that I hadn’t learned about 
student-centered learning and worked with Socratic seminars and all that stuff that really 
entails putting it on the student, but this is the first time where there was so much small 
group work and “turn-and-talk.”  And I remember being really nervous . . . at the 
beginning about the fact that it was a lot of walking between the desks.  And I was like: 
“What am I supposed to do?”  I was like: “That’s all we have to do?”. . .I wasn’t really 
sure what to do with myself at that point other than to say, “How’s everything going?”  
And I knew that that wasn’t effective.  Hopefully I did not go past the first week or two 
of getting used to that. 
 
Following Butler, Sally's early weeks at the Cooperative School became a time when her identity 
as a Guide began to be constituted though performativity, that is, by Sally's day-by-day 
implementation of lesson plans that were consonant with the student-centered classroom and the 
identity of Teacher as Guide. As Sally recalls her introduction to the Cooperative School, the 
construction of Sally as Teacher Guide was well underway after the first couple of weeks.  Also 
relevant is the fact that significant discourses operative at the Cooperative School, e.g., teacher -
principal conversations, teacher -teacher conversations as well as non-verbal discourses, such as 
the physical organization of Cooperative School classrooms all support the normative identity of 
teacher as Guide.   
Sally later in the year looked back on her early teaching experiences at the Cooperative 
School and gave an example of a lesson plan that comports with a Teacher as Guide philosophy.   
That was a big shift for me coming here . . . Okay, I do a little bit at the beginning and 
then really do try to put it on them [the students].  So. . . I do have a role going around, 
but it’s [the students] generating the ideas; they get . . . maybe the concept or the theme 
or whatever it is that I’m talking about for the day, but then they can talk about it and 
explore those ideas further with one another . . . I’m there to help, but I’m not there just 
to tell.  And obviously we know that transactional knowledge is not the best way to teach 
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students.  But it was a big shift knowing that that was the case and then coming to a 
school like this where they do it very well. 
 
As Sally suggests, the teachers at the Cooperative School are proficient ("they do it very well") at 
Teacher-as-Guide pedagogy, but each teacher has her own way of looking at things.  Diana 
embraces Teacher-as-Guide philosophy but believes there is a place for the "hard no" when a 
student is on the wrong track and worries that the "hard no" may not be heard frequently enough 
either at the Cooperative School or in the education community in general.  
Diana as Guide 
Diana has remarked that she enjoys, most of all, the moments when she as teacher can 
watch students take an active role in their own learning through creative activity.  In a class that I 
observed, after discussing Williams Carlos Williams’ “The Red Wheelbarrow,” the students 
wrote their own emulative poems in response.   
Diana: It's fun to have them see a work of literature or a poem not as like, "What am I 
reading into this poem?” [thereby] taking the backseat, but, "I'm looking at this poem as a 
craft."  . . .For me, I find it more empowering for the students to be like: "I'm going to 
emulate!" That means I'm taking an active role rather than a more passive, observational 
role, you know?  
 
In this process of emulation, students are not mere bystanders in poetic analysis -- they are 
engaging the poet's ideas through creative effort and sharing the results of that engagement 
within the small group and with the teacher.  
Through reiterative lessons such as "The Red Wheelbarrow" lesson, Diana constructs her 
identity as Teacher Guide.  Nevertheless, despite her passionate defense of student-centered 
pedagogy, Diana, like Sally sees the need for "the hard no" when necessary, as will be revealed 
later in this chapter.   Identities are complex, fluid, and tentative.   
Isabel as Guide 
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Isabel, the most experienced of the teacher participants, embraces Teacher as Guide but 
admits that she is "too often the talker."  Isabel has devised a tripartite allocation of class time: 
Announcement Time, Direct Instruction, and Indirect Instruction.  Isabel is extremely mindful of 
the agency of her students, and her students are accorded considerable agency in Indirect 
Instruction time.  Nevertheless, her tripartite plan assures that there is a always a place ready for 
direct instruction when Isabel deems it appropriate to be "the talker." 
Nia as Guide 
Nia, in my opinion, is the quintessence of the Teacher as Guide identity.  If the concept 
did not already exist, she might invent it, so perfectly does it reflect who she is as a teacher.  
When Sally as a newbie wonders what she is supposed to do when she walks among the desks, 
Nia, a self-described "kid-watcher," is ready with a boatload of answers.  Nia's embrace of the 
Teacher-as-Guide philosophy is perhaps best exemplified by her embrace of cold reading.  Nia 
and her co-teacher, in front of their Humanities class, read for the first time a difficult text that 
neither have previously looked at.  Nia recounts that she may respond: "Okay, how do I tackle 
this so I can take it piece by piece?' or "That's a really long sentence, and I've got to chunk it!  
With historical documents, they write really long sentences.”  Together, with the students, Nia 
and her co-teacher make meaning.  Nia is the only one of the participating teachers who employs 
cold-reading strategy as an integral part of her classroom activities. 
Sally, Diana, Isabel and Nia in the Process of Subject Formation 
As noted above, Sally, during her first weeks at the Cooperative School, began to form 
her identity as Teacher Guide by reiterative acts in the classroom -- perhaps employing lesson 
plans as suggested by Nia, the uber Guide. If Sally had begun her teaching life at a school that 
embraced a “teacher-as-usual” identity, Sally would perhaps be in the process of constructing a 
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subjectivity quite different fromthe subjectivity emerging in the environment of the Cooperative 
School.  For example, during almost every observation of Sally's class that I witnessed, the 
students were collaboratively working on projects.  This mode of school might not be as 
common in a "teaching-as-usual" environment.  In either case, however, following Butler, Sally's 
identity would be formed by her reiterated daily behaviors in a classroom where language, 
discourses and power intersect, forming the subjectivity of the classroom participants -- students 
as well as teachers.  Through reiterative acts in the classrooms of the Cooperative School, each 
of the teacher participants, to a certain extent, has cultivated a Guide identity and continues to do 
so through daily reiterations of Teacher as Guide pedagogy.  Importantly, the Guide identity is 
never completed -- it is forever in a process of becoming.  Furthermore, participant teachers may 
employ agency that complexifies the Guide identity. 
The Norm of Teacher as Guide: Powerful but not Singular 
As noted in Chapter 4, Teacher as Guide is often looked to by both Cooperative School 
administration and Cooperative School teachers as the pinnacle, the singular and defining role to 
which teachers at the Cooperative School should strive for and embrace.  Nevertheless, the facts 
on the ground show a situation that is far more complex.  Each of the participants in some way 
struggles to negotiate her role as Guide with other conflicting identities.  The Cooperative 
School, for example, despite its commitment to Teacher-as-Guide pedagogy maintains 
significant characteristics of a traditional school.  Teachers are grade-givers, attendance-takers, 
and homework-checkers, all roles that tend to construct the identity Teacher as Boss not Teacher 
as Guide.   
The participating teachers, on a daily basis, work at balancing their commitment to 
accord students the freedom and agency to direct their own learning against the desire to provide 
189 
students with the structures and the “rules” that the students might sometimes need.  Here is a 
callback to key moments in Chapter 5.  I juxtapose these moments to highlight disconnects that 
the teacher participants enact and deal with on a daily basis.  Each of these fragments begins with 
the words “We see” and later there is the word “Yet.”  This is the dance: a teacher is something, 
but yet she is also something else.  The normative role of Guide calls, but there is room, space, 
perhaps necessity for other roles and identities to seep in. . .  
 
 We see Sally “walking amidst the desks” as her students work and learn.  Yet she also 
tells students “the rule” that thesis statements should be the second sentence in a 
paragraph.  
 We see Isabel giving students the agency to choose their own topics of study for their 
essays.  Yet she also insists that these topics fall under the umbrella of “the 
environment,” a matter which happens to be a passionate interest of Isabel.  
 We see Nia positioning herself as a fellow learner alongside her students.  Yet she 
takes considerable class time to tell a long, personal story of how she became 
interested in the history of the labor movement, perhaps a fine class moment but one 
that can be seen as instructive rather than guiding.   
 We see Diana remark that she enjoys, most of all, the moments when she as teacher 
can watch students take an active role in their own learning through creative activity, 
such as the students’ emulative poems inspired by Williams’ “The Red 
Wheelbarrow.”  Yet Diana summarily rejects a student's idiosyncratic interpretation 
of Williams' poem.  
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Sally, Isabel, Nia and Diana did not verbalize their perspectives on the apparent 
inconsistencies recounted above.  Indeed, the relationship between the Expert and Guide roles 
need not be dichotomized.  Perhaps the teachers would attribute the intersections noted above to 
the complexities of a teaching life - an analysis that I am inclined to buy into.  Teacher roles are 
not singular concepts -- they need not be seen in opposition to each other.  As shown above, 
identities frequently bump into one another, but they are not in do-or-die conflict.  In fact, these 
collisions may precipitate a hybrid teacher identity that works well for the teacher in question.   
From the perspective of this paper, the inconsistencies demonstrate nicely Butler's point 
that identities are never finished -- they are always becoming.  There is always room for agency.  
Further complicating the analysis I undertake in this paper is the fact that there are four 
normative identities in “The Regime of Teacher Norms” -- not one.  This is in contrast to the 
single norm of hegemonic heterosexuality that was at the heart of Butler's early work on subject 
formation.  Nevertheless, I argue that the multiplicity of Teacher Norms -- even if -- or perhaps 
especially when -- they appear to be in some respects  in opposition -- adds a note of complexity 
that entirely comports with a teacher life.   This paper utilizes "hybridity" to characterize, for 
example, the normally Guide teacher who nevertheless lays out the explicit requirements for a 
five-paragraph essay and grades her students on compliance. The concept of hybridity is a useful 
tool to comprehend these complex and fluid roles.     
We see here manifest a multiplicity of roles, as the participants negotiate among the 
various normative identities that surface in  “The Regime of Teacher Norms.”  As noted, the 
Teacher as Guide role is sanctioned and endorsed by the philosophy of the Cooperative School.  
Yet other normative identities surface and sometimes conflict with the Guide role – we cannot 
escape them.  The students, for example, look to us and frequently interpellate us, as an Expert or 
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a Boss.  Further, the Cooperative School utilizes traditional structures of classroom life, such as 
Jupiter Grades, that add to the discourse that supports, for example, Teacher as Boss.  The 
identity as a Teacher Guide is never fully constituted.   
Importantly, any participant in the process of performing reiterative acts that constitute a 
normative identity, such as Teacher as Guide, has agency that provides space for her to include 
aspects of other roles and other modes of being into those reiterative acts.  Performative, 
reiterative acts need not be identical; there is always room for agency.  The teacher participants 
constructed and continue to construct the identity of Teacher as Guide.  The Guide identities 
formed are rich, layered, and sometimes may link with another identity such as Teacher as Boss 
to form a hybrid identity.  Such a multi-faceted formative identity may be a step beyond Butler's 
theory of subjectification, but it comports with Butler's assertion that, an identity is never fixed; 
it is always in the process of becoming  -- not in the sense of improving or reaching toward a 
goal but rather in the sense of holding the possibility for change.   
“The Regime of Teacher Norms” 
II. Teacher as Expert 
Teacher as Expert is a normative role that is at the heart of traditional education in 
Western culture.  Satirized by Charles Dickens in the character of Gradgrind, debunked by John 
Dewey and other progressive education theorists through the decades, the teacher as “the one 
who knows” is a powerful normative role that is still operative, even in the “student-centered” 
classrooms of the Cooperative School.  Not only do parents and students still look at the teacher 
as the "one presumed to know," teachers internalize these Expert expectations as well. Teacher 
as Guide may be supported by the Cooperative School administration, but the role of Teacher as 
Expert is supported by an older, more powerful, omnipresent ideology.  The fact that the 
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Cooperative School administration and all four study participants appear to favor Teacher-as-
Guide pedagogy does not preclude the powerful presence of Teacher as Expert.  Although the 
omniscient Mr. Gradgrind calls to us, it is also important to take a nuanced approach to expertise 
as well.  The root of the word expert comes from the Latin experiri which means to experience; 
to know by experience.  The word expert is rooted in an understanding that we are not born with 
expertise; we are born knowing.   
Nia, the Reluctant Expert 
Nia, citing an educational history that she describes as deficient, explicitly and 
emphatically rejects the Expert role in relationship to herself.  Indeed, Nia's passionate and 
reiterated affirmations of her status as a "non-Expert" are performative acts that tend to 
destabilize the Expert teacher identity.   
Despite her explicit rejection of the Expert role,  however, Nia's actions suggest an 
unacknowledged ambivalence. Permit me a call-back to Chapter 4.  The incident in which a 
student challenged Nia's exposition of a possible binary consisting of concrete nouns/abstract 
nouns merits further analysis.  One of the students interpellates Nia, hailing her as Expert by 
challenging Nia’s stated position on the grammar question.  Note that the student in asking the 
teacher a question engages in a reiterative act that constitutes his subjectivity as a student, but 
through agency the student frames a question that in fact challenges Nia's role as Expert and 
destabilizes his role as traditional student.  
Nia ignores the student's challenge to her authority.  Though Nia cannot settle the issue, 
she implicitly acknowledges the power of  the Expert role by accepting responsibility for 
ultimately finding an answer to the question, but in doing so Nia explicitly states her intention to 
invoke the "gods of grammar," the name she has assigned to those of her fellow English teachers 
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who revel in the deep grasses of grammar. It is significant to note that even as Nia rejects the 
Expert role as applied to herself, she literally deifies the role by awarding it to "the gods.”  Nia 
further reports that the gods disagree with one another and do not definitively resolve the issue, 
further decentring the Expert role.  Thus, Nia through her performative acts constitutes the 
Teacher as Expert role (Nia accepts responsibility to find the answer), even as she utilizes her 
agency to incorporate parody (grammar gods!) that destabilizes the normative identity of Expert.  
Diana: Expert and Fellow Learner   
Diana accepts the role of Teacher as Expert with an important qualifier that can be 
paraphrased as:  "I got here by working hard and you can too!”  A glance at Diana's resume 
conveys the fact that Diana could indisputably make claim to the role of Expert if she chose to do 
so.  She holds a post-graduate degree from a highly regarded writing program and is a published 
author. Diana, however, uses her life experiences not as credentials but rather as tools to 
emphasize to her students the essential importance of drafting and re-drafting.  She tells the story 
of a fellow writer whose published work goes through twenty to thirty drafts before publication.  
Diana’s emphasis is on trial and effort -- not innate ability.  Thus through performative acts and 
the agency afforded by these acts, Diana constitutes her identity as Expert -- but with a very 
important caveat.  Diana is not simply Expert. She is also a hardworking Fellow-Learner. 
   Isabel: The Hybrid of Expert and Guide 
Isabel recalls a dramatic and consequential conversation with an irate mother that started 
Isabel on a path toward the identity of Expert in the Teaching of Writing.  Isabel's recollection of 
the incident first discussed in Chapter 4, is repeated to facilitate a Butlerian analysis of an 
important moment in Isabel's teaching life:   
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It was parents' day conferences, and she. . . ripped me a new asshole. . . "What are you 
doing?” [the parent asked].  I mean, she was clearly inappropriate and crazy, but I really 
didn't know what I was doing.  Like I knew what I was teaching.  I'm teaching this book.  
I'm teaching this project, or I'm teaching this . . . but she was like “my kid doesn't know 
how to write.  Teach her how to write.” . . . .I had no answer for that because I really 
didn't know how to teach anybody how to write.  I could just set up instances of writing. 
But I didn't feel like I knew what the skills were that I wanted them to come away with.  I 
had never thought about that.  So in some ways that was a big catalyst of trying to answer 
that question even though that woman was an asshole. Still, it was a pretty important 
moment.  
 
 From a Butlerian perspective, we see a somewhat brutal example of interpellation -- 
Isabel is called to the subject position of Teacher as Expert and is charged with failure to boot.  
The parent hails Isabel as Teacher as Expert, demanding that she assume her subject position as a 
teacher and start teaching her child "how to write.”  As any teacher will attest, in the complex 
power matrices of school settings, parents have access to power that supports interpellation of a 
teacher by a parent.  Isabel could not ignore the mother, but she might have tried to deflect the 
mother's question.  Isabel could have, for example, invoked her Guide persona, noting, 
defensively, that she presented "instances of writing" to the class, but in the event, Isabel did not 
do so.  Surprisingly, Isabel not only heeded the hailing in a pro forma sense, she also experienced 
something that looks very much like an epiphany.  In Isabel’s words: "So in some ways that was 
a big catalyst of trying to answer that question even though that woman was an asshole."  
Subsequent to Isabel's conversation with the angry mother, it seems likely that through 
reiterated acts, Isabel began to construct an identity of Teacher as Expert in the Teaching of 
Writing -- an identity that continues to this day.  As Isabel says: "Still, it was a pretty important 
moment."  
Isabel's response to the angry mother illustrates that Isabel, though committed to student-
centered pedagogy acknowledges that the Teacher as Expert has a valued place in the classroom.  
In fact Isabel's exposition of the essence of Teacher as Expert, another call-back from Chapter 4, 
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is worth repeating for several reasons not least because it is in my view the most persuasive and 
moving defense of teacher-centered pedagogy that I have come across.  In Isabel's words:   
I know something I want to share with you. And I know it because I've practiced.  So I'm 
in a place you're not.  So that's a role of expertise.  But certainly, I occupy many other 
roles on other days . . . I really wanted for this one moment to say: "I know this secret.  
It's not really a secret, but it's a thing that people who know, know.  And people who 
don't know, like how do they get to know? Trust and listen." 
 
 Isabel's iteration of her philosophy conveys the complexity and the multiplicity of the 
roles teachers take on in the classroom. Importantly Isabel, like Diana, in reiterative classroom 
actions invariably links the fact of her expertise to practice and experience -- not acumen.  As 
Isabel often puts it: "I know this because I'm fifty, not because I'm smarter."  This comports 
nicely with Diana's similar exhortation to her students: "I didn't get here by breathing in and out." 
From a Butlerian perspective, I note that the identities of Isabel and Diana are not writ in 
stone -- indeed, like every participant, like all of us, they are forever becoming.  Through the 
agency that is afforded by the process of performativity, the reiterative acts of Isabel and Diana 
may construct identities not merely simply as Experts but as Fellow Learners who have attained 
and continue to attain expertise through practice and experience.  Though the subjectification of 
students is beyond the scope of this paper, I find it noteworthy that the dual identity of 
worker/expert that Isabel and Diana embrace and construct through performativity by utilizing 
agency is an identity to which students may aspire to as well.  Assuming for the sake of 
discussion that the hybrid identity of Teacher as Expert and Fellow Learner is constituted by 
Diana and by Isabel, how might this change the discourse of teaching? The short answer is that 
we do not know, but it strikes me that it is an issue worth exploring. To the extent that a student 
comes to regard herself/himself as an expert, that student might become more apt to be in charge 
of his/her own learning.  The hybridity of teacher roles complexifies not just the role of teacher 
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but potentially, the role of student in the classroom as well.  Student and teacher, we all flip flop 
and dance between expert and learner.  
Hailed as an Expert: Everyday Teacher Experiences 
The hailing of Nia by the grammar-minded student and the hailing of Isabel by the angry 
mother are not rare experiences in the Cooperative School setting.  The hailing of teacher as 
Expert is an everyday occurrence, as a student looks to the teacher for “answers.”  It seems 
deeply engrained into us that we look to authorities to find single and unitary expertise and 
knowledge.  The teacher participants told story after story of students and parents interpellating 
them as Experts.  But even the participants themselves felt pressure to conform to the vast and 
often unrealistic expectations of expertise.  For example, Sally claims that she does not think of 
herself as an expert even as she admits that she wishes that she always had the answer.  Evidence 
abounds that the ghost of Dickens' Gradgrind is still with us.  
The teacher participants seem to take this hailing seriously, and teachers feel 
responsibility and pressure to be experts, even if there is no interpellaltion at hand. Yet each of 
the participants also expresses a deep interest in challenging this normative identity of Expert 
and showing the ways in which teachers are not one-dimensional experts but fellow learners as 
well.  
From a Butlerian perspective, I suggest that reiterative acts that constitute the identity of 
Teacher as Expert may destabilize the identity of Teacher as Guide.  Yet it is important to note 
that destabilization is not a total overthrow nor is it necessarily a good or a bad thing.  I argue 
simply that the destabilized normative role of teacher as Expert may leave more room for 
agency.  
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Here is a taste of the normative identity of Teacher as Expert but accompanied again by 
the word yet, as each participant balances the expertise role with other modes of being.  A 
hybridity emerges in this dance:  
 We hear Sally say “I wish that I always had the answer” yet she also notes: “There are 
things, especially with English and writing that it’s impossible to be an expert about. . . I 
try to explain that to students.”  
 We hear Nia say “I'm very aware of my faults, and they really are actually hard faults to 
establish authority with because I have a very bad memory . . . I don't remember the 
names of grammar things,” and yet when a complex grammatical question arises and the 
“gods of grammar” cannot solve it, she steps in with the placeholder answer, telling her 
students that “we are just going to pretend that I’m right.”  
 We hear Isabel say: “I know this secret,” and yet she also notes: “I am a learner/student. . 
. I struggle and fail.” 
 We hear Diana tell a student, “That evidence is not convincing [to me]” invoking the 
identity as Teacher as Boss and yet she also says  “I do my best to show that I’m a learner 
and that everyone is [a learner].” 
 
“The Regime of Teacher Norms” 
III. Teacher as Professional 
Teachers are paid to educate other people's children.  Given that responsibility, an 
identity of  "professional teacher" has evolved that calls for a caring and responsible attitude 
toward the students who are in the teacher's care. The identity of Teacher as Professional that 
surfaced in this study has been accorded a place in “The Regime of Teacher Norms.”  Despite 
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the unwritten, nebulous identity of Teacher as Professional, I argue that it is a norm that is 
supported by powerful educational tradition and shared societal assumptions.  The norm is 
largely uncodified, except for prohibitions regarding sexually oriented or romantic contacts or 
communication.  There is no dress code at the Cooperative School, but one can imagine 
wardrobe choices that would occasion a meeting in the principal's office.  Student-teacher 
boundaries are also uncodified but would be brought up for discussion with school 
administration if occasion warranted.  Social media presents additional issues that are not in my 
experience codified.  For example, I personally do not become Facebook friends with students 
until after graduation, but other teachers feel differently. 
A certain distance is part of the Teacher as Professional identity.  The relationship 
between the professional teacher and the student may be close, but it is not reciprocal.  We are 
not friends. There are important silences between us.  However, the definition of an "important 
silence" differs greatly among the study participants.  Indeed, the pivotal issue that emerged 
from the perspectives of the participating teachers as they considered the Norm of Professional 
Teacher was the depth and breadth of teacher self-disclosure.  I argue that each teacher's 
approach to self-disclosure is a significant part of her identity as a teacher.  I center the 
discussion of Teacher as Professional on issues relating to teacher self-disclosure.  Of course, 
there are more questions that emerge under the umbrella of Professional Teacher.  However, 
the primary mode of the discussion lies in teacher self-disclosure.  
 
Diana: The Wariness of Self-Disclosure 
Diana embraces the identity of Teacher as Professional and avoids disclosing aspects of 
her personal life to her students.  Diana admits that her wariness regarding teacher self-
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disclosure may be rooted in her personal educational history, specifically the over-sharing 
English teacher, discussed in Chapter 4, who regaled her adolescent students with tales of 
disappointing prom dates:  
 
Diana: I remember her being a good English teacher. But when I think of her, that's the 
first thing I think of --- her personal life and not her role . . . I didn’t want that to be me. 
But I guess it really comes down to: I wanted to be a professional, and I didn’t want to 
blur that line. Because I feel like there are plenty of ways that I can be personal with 
students without sharing my own life.  
 
 Despite Diana's wariness regarding teacher self-disclosure, there are some aspects of her 
life she has been eager to share. She did, for example, make a point of telling her students that 
she had spent the prior summer working on a collaborative project in Belize with one of the 
school’s science teachers.  Diana related her disclosure to an important pedagogic objective:  
 
Diana: I wanted students to see that teachers collaborated outside of the classroom.  I do 
want to try to make more and more connections about the work that we do -- [they are] 
not just arbitrary exercises in the walls of the classroom, and I want them to see that I 
love learning, that I love new challenges that I'm not going to let my role as an English 
teacher define who I am, that I can also be a scuba diver with the science teacher . . . 
and so I've brought that up a lot.  If I don’t do anything else with that grant, you know 
what I mean, in terms of the actual implementation of the materials, I think that alone 
was worth it, to be able to talk about that to the kids. 
 
Diana's acknowledgment of the success of her Belize disclosure perhaps holds the possibility 
that Diana may be persuaded to make future disclosures, even if less exotic than the summer in 
Belize, that might enhance her identity as teacher as Guide without destabilizing the 
Professional Teacher identity that Diana values. After all, it is the reiteration of acts that 
constitutes an identity -- not a single disclosure, no matter how impactful.   
 
Sally: Call Me an “Old Fart” 
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Sally is respectful of the Teacher as Professional role and is wary of teacher self-
disclosure: “I try not to. I just don't think it's appropriate most of the time to share anything too 
personal.” Sally is (perhaps, overly) self-conscious about her youth and contrives for her students 
to regard her as an "old fart."  Sally embraces the storied image of the mature teacher, 
knowledgeable, respected, old-fashioned.  Interestingly, she turns to the memories that she has of 
teachers from her own past.  She seeks to imitate the ways of being that these teachers brought to 
life in the classrooms of her youth.  She looks back on the jokes that her "old fart" teachers told 
in class back in the day and updates them for use at the Cooperative School.  This is an example 
of the way in which a normative identity is formed and endures.    
In two separate incidents, discussed in Chapter 4, two students asked Sally highly 
inappropriate questions.  In the first incident the student, a male, loudly asked in front on the 
class whether Sally had ever experienced a Urinary Tract Infection.  Sally retorted: “That's not 
something I've experienced, but if you would like to get a pass to the nurse, let me know." 
The second incident involves a female student asking Sally whether she had experienced 
ovarian cysts. Class was in session, but the question was a quiet one.  Once again, Sally 
confirmed that she had not experienced the health issue the student was asking about.  In this 
instance Sally made a validating comment stating that  "If you need x, y, or z, we will do it for 
you."  
In a later interview, Sally remarked that she did not wish to share her health history with 
either student, but, in the moment, became flustered and did so.  The incidents invite a Butlerian 
analysis.  The students in one way reiterate their student subjectivity by asking a question of the 
teacher, but the students assert their agency by posing an inappropriate question, unrelated to the 
classroom, that destabilizes their subjectivity as students and invites a destabilization of Sally's 
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identity as a Professional Teacher.  Just as drag can destabilize the idea that gender is "fixed" so 
can an inappropriate  personal question destabilize the subjectivity of the student asking a 
question.  Sally, in turn, interpellates the male student by hailing him to return to his student 
subjectivity, i.e., Sally suggests that the student get a pass to visit the nurse's office.  In the 
second incident, the student was a female who asked the question privately, though during class 
time.  Perhaps this accounts for the fact that Sally was less dismissive of the student's overture.  
It is interesting to note that in neither case did Sally directly invoke a regulatory teacher identity, 
e.g., telling the student that the question was inappropriate.    
Nia: The Power of Revelation  
I have previously mentioned that the articulation of “The Regime of Teacher Norms” 
evolved from the stories told by the participating teachers and from my observations of their 
teaching lives.  In considering Nia in relationship to the norm of Professional Teacher, I must 
admit, however, that I have nothing to say.  The question of the Professional Teacher does not 
surface in Nia's professional life.  I am not suggesting that Nia exhibits behavior that does not 
conform to the norm of Professional Teacher.  I am just saying that it is not a matter of concern 
to her. Perhaps she has internalized what is useful and/or necessary and moved on 
With respect to teacher self- disclosure, as discussed in Chapter 4, Nia observes a clear 
"no-go" line, which she had previously developed in the context of a peer leadership program:  
"No sex.  No drugs."  Aside from these basic prohibitions, Nia simply permits her personhood 
to be made known to her students as the school year unfolds.   
Significantly, Nia points out that with rare exceptions, she does not plan in advance to 
disclose personal issues, such as for example, her experiences with childbirth.  “It just tends to 
slip out.”   
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Nia looks back on a parodical newsletter written by her class when Nia was a young 
teacher.  The newsletter had dueling editorials considering whether Ms. X __ (Nia) who was at 
the time pregnant and unmarried was a proper role model for her students..  Nia took the 
newsletter in stride when the event occurred and looks back at it now with wry amusement: "It 
was actually very well written.”   
Asked about student reactions to her self-disclosure, Nia answers: “They write me 
letters years later and say, 'I remember when you said this.' They remember it."  
The single act of self-disclosure that is pre-planned by Nia is the free-write that she 
distributes to the class at the start of the year.  The free-write is discussed in Chapter 5, but is 
repeated here to facilitate Butlerian analysis.  
 
I have a free write that I read the kids at the beginning of every year, and it's just me 
saying I miss Minnesota, and I miss seeing trees, and I complain that the life here is so 
hard, and I talk about being in the subway and how dirty it is.  And then I jump to how 
I was at the Minnesota State Fair with Frank (a pseudonym), [Nia's husband], and he 
says: "There are no black people at this fair."  And then I suddenly realize -- in my 
free write, I suddenly realize that I would rather be on a city street in New York City, 
because all of the faces are different there.  And then after I read that, they always 
clap, like every time.  And their whole faces just like open up, and they're just like --- I 
don't know, they feel it.   
 
 Nia is a white woman from America's heartland married to a black man, living in New 
York City, teaching a racially and ethnically diverse student body.  Nia's multi-faceted 
relationship to Minnesota and to New York, especially the home-sickness for New York City 
diversity that she experiences in Minnesota, as she walks with her husband at an all-white 
country fair, calls to mind Judith Butler's exposition of Gloria Anzaldua's thoughts on potential 
transformation of existing categories of thought. 
 
Anzaldua asks us to consider that the source of our capacity for social transformation is 
to be found precisely in our capacity to mediate between worlds, to engage in cultural 
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translation, and to undergo, through the experience of language and community, the 
diverse set of cultural connections that make us who we are.  One could say that for her, 
the subject is “multiple” rather than unitary . . . She is asking us to stay at the edge of 
what we know, to put our own epistemological certainties into question, and through 
that risk and openness to another way of knowing and of living in the world to expand 
our capacity to imagine the human (Butler, 2004, p. 228) 
 
Through Nia's start-of-school year free-write, we have a glimpse into the ways in which Nia 
moves between worlds, opening up to her students the multiple rather than unitary nature of her 
subjectivity. Although the normative identity of teacher can never be erased, within certain 
contexts Nia reveals and opens up to her students modes of being that extend beyond a singular 
identity. 
Isabel: The Depth and Breadth of Teacher Self-Disclosure 
Isabel joins Nia as a teacher whose relationship to the Norm of Professional Teacher is 
not a matter of concern, contention or importance.  Like Nia, Isabel is happy to engage in self-
disclosure when it seems appropriate in her judgment.  Several years ago, Isabel wrote a start-of-
term letter of self-disclosure to her students remarkable for its candor and comprehensiveness.   
Isabel was frustrated with the length of time that it took for students to get to know their teacher 
and expressed the hope the letter would hurry things along.  In almost six single-spaced pages, 
the letter recounts Isabel's academic and social history in high school and in college, her tastes in 
music, her hobbies, e.g., reading, cooking, playing Quiddler, her opinion regarding the legal 
drinking age, her attitude toward drugs  (“Never come to my class impaired!”) and her political 
preferences ("Romney is not an option.").  The letter is perhaps most remarkable for the 
comprehensiveness, candor and honesty that Isabel brings to a litany of extremely difficult 
family issues.  In her letter, Isabel enumerates the tragedies endured by her extended family 
including two suicides, the dementia of her grandmother, death from drug overdose, death of a 
young mother from breast cancer and, most shockingly, the sexual abuse "of two or three 
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sisters." Her father's second wife's second husband was incarcerated for the crimes of sexual 
abuse and according to rumor, later murdered.  The abused children were adopted by other 
family members. Isabel presents a vivid picture of family pain, some the inevitable pain of life 
and loss and some brought about by grievous family malfeasance. 
Though all of the teacher participants to some degree share aspects of their personhood to 
their students, it is fair to say that Isabel was unique in the breadth and depth of her self-
disclosure. Isabel's disclosures might likely  destabilize dominant discourses in a "teaching-as-
usual" environment, but  Isabel's views of teacher roles are varied and fluid, and she would likely 
welcome or be indifferent to such an outcome.  Isabel has not repeated the letter, but it is fair to 
say that Isabel shares her personhood with her students when she deems it appropriate.  Like Nia, 
Isabel reports that her students, years later, have fond memories of those moments of  
disclosures.  
"The Regime of Teacher Norms"   
IV. Teacher as Boss (Decider) 
In this paper, I most often discuss Teacher as Boss in the context of interactions with 
students, e.g. grade-giving and attendance taking.  Teacher as Boss also encompasses the power 
to set and organize the curriculum and is responsible for how the class is conducted.    
As discussed in Chapter 4, I happened to observe Diana’s classroom, where the students 
were in the midst of reading The Autobiography of Malcolm X.  The class started with a review 
of vocabulary words that would later in the week be featured on a weekly quiz.  A class 
discussion of the text ensued in which Diana very ably presided as Guide on the Side.  I became 
curious as to how Diana's rigorously student-centered class made room for a very old-school, 
traditional vocabulary test.  Diana explained that many of her students were confident writers 
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and speakers, eager to participate in class discussions.  Others were not similarly equipped or 
inclined.  The vocabulary quiz gave the students who might struggle with a class discussion an 
opportunity to shine.  Diana has created a space in which these students feel comfortable and 
engaged in the class.   
Isabel, exemplifying Teacher as Boss/Decider, effected her tripartite classroom time 
allocation, making sure that there would be time for Direct Instruction (featuring Teacher as 
Expert) when needed but also providing ample opportunity for students to carry out their self-
directed learning activities. The role of Teacher as Boss / Decider is a crucial and far reaching 
role that has many and varied manifestations.  
In a different context, Nia uses her role as Boss/Decider to monitor and affect the sense 
of a civil community in the classroom.  Nia observed students snickering behind the back of 
another student who was presenting to the class.  Nia confirms that she had been dealing one by 
one with such miscreants, successfully "getting them to fix their faces," all the while expressing 
frustration that she did not have the power to "make someone nice."  Nia's reiterative 
disciplinary actions will have an effect on the community of the classroom even as she 
constitutes the identity of Teacher as Boss.  
Despite the commitment of the Cooperative School to Teacher as Guide philosophy, 
nevertheless, the facts on the ground dictate that every teacher participant must also own to the 
identity of Boss.  Teachers at the Cooperative School, for example, set a curriculum, take 
attendance, give out grades and institute disciplinary strategies when needed.  In short, teachers 
must deal with many of the issues that are associated with a “teaching as usual” environment.   
 Jupiter Grades is the required grading program of the Cooperative School.  The 
academic progress of each student is tracked in considerable detail, including attendance, 
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lateness, tests, essays and homework completion.  Jupiter Grades is available online for student 
and parents to observe on an ongoing basis. Teachers are expected to be timely in entering 
Jupiter Grade data. Following Butler, the reiterative and regulatory acts of attendance-taking, 
homework-checking, grade-giving teachers are reiterative acts that constitute the teacher 
identity as Boss. As discussed in Chapter 4, a particularly heated focus group/learning 
community meeting discussion dealt with reading checks, a classroom strategy much frowned 
upon by proponents of student-centered learning.  If students are to be trusted to construct their 
own learning, the quiz seems to serve no purpose – in fact it is counter-productive.  Some 
educators argue that a “literal quiz” may invite and reward a literal and superficial reading 
(Vinz, 1996, p.192).  In addition, imposition of a reading check has a “gotcha!” quality that 
irritates many students. Moreover, reading check questions can come across as lame and 
pointless.  Diana, for one, strongly argues that reading checks do indeed have a negative impact 
on the way that students read – at least in Diana’s personal experience. As she put it: “I just 
remember as a kid being a reader – and I fucking hated those quizzes.  I hated them so much . . 
. It destroyed the love of reading for me.”   
 From a Butlerian perspective, I suggest that the reiterative regulatory duties of teacher as 
reading checker, homework checker and attendance taker constitute through performativity the 
normative identity of Teacher as Boss. These same regulatory acts tend to destabilize the identity 
of Teacher as Guide.  In particular, grade-giving emerges as a prime and contentious role that 
undermines the identity of the Teacher as Guide.  Grading essays, a frequent occurrence in an 
English class, is inevitably a subjective judgment, and the process can cause stress and hard 
feelings.   From the perspective of the student, it can be a little off-putting to see your Guide turn 
into a cold-blooded critic, who may adversely impact your college admission.  
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I also suggest that the destabilization of the Teacher as Guide, caused in part by the 
subjectivity formation of Teacher as Boss, plays a functional role at the Cooperative School.  
Returning to our leaning community site / focus group discussion of reading checks, I recall that 
Nia and I jointly pointed out a disagreeable fact on the ground: if you don’t threaten the quiz, the 
students won’t do the reading.  A committed student –centered theorist may ask: “So what?  Isn’t 
that the point of student-centered learning – putting it on the students?”   In theory, yes, but 
quoting Yogi Berra’s memorable aphorism:  “In theory there is no difference between theory and 
practice but in practice, there is.”  Teachers often find it difficult to sit on the Guide couch and 
watch a student fail, which presumably the student will eventually do if he/she doesn't read the 
assigned material.    
At this stage, Teacher as Boss is often asked to come to the rescue.  Typically, in 
situations in which a student's work is deteriorating, transgressions that impede the students’ 
work such as lateness or absences will be discussed and disciplinary protocols may be invoked.  
In discussions with parents and students, teachers can turn to Jupiter Grades, look at the 
problems of the past and suggest behaviors that may be used by the student to turn the situation 
around.  
Granted, Jupiter Grades can be relied upon to track in impressive and incontestable detail 
a trajectory of a student’s academic performance and sometimes failure.  But a question lingers: 
are Teacher-as-Boss protocols and late-in-the-day interventions really helpful to the struggling 
student in the long run or is this assumption made by educators largely illusory?   Does the 
technological wizardry of Jupiter Grades, advance the pedagogy we espouse in student-centered 
learning or on the other hand are we simply encouraging students to approach learning with only 
a grade-point average in mind?  
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Complications in “The Regime of Teacher Norms:”  
The Emergence of Teacher as Mom 
Somewhat surprisingly, the role of Teacher as Mom is a role that surfaced in several of 
the teacher participant narratives.  Sally observed that teacher as Mom is sometimes thrust upon 
her:  
Sally: Sometimes kids ask you questions.  “Have you ever gone through this before?”-- 
whether it's medical issues I've been asked about.  Kids need a parent sometimes too 
when they're at school for a long time without one. So I don't feel particularly adept at 
that role, but sometimes kids just need someone caring, to listen to them and you just 
gotta do it. 
 
In fact, looking back at the students who asked Sally personal questions about ovarian cysts and 
urinary infections, is it possible these students were NOT simply having some fun at the expense 
of the  newbie teacher?   Students looking for Mom is perhaps an alternative motivation.  This 
conundrum illustrates the difficult judgments that teachers have to make every day in the 
classroom.  
Isabel evokes the image of Mom as she relates a story of a non-performing student and 
her efforts to reach him:     
 
Joe (a pseudonym) is with me second period.  He does not sleep well.  He has some 
serious sleep issues, and I can imagine why.  He has a lot of defense and "wall."  And he 
comes in late probably 50 percent of the time, and he's always apologetic because I never 
ride him about it.  And he's on his phone a lot texting.  You know, so what he needs is a 
mommy. . . And that's how I hold up the mirror to him, if I rub him on the back and [say]: 
"You're making your choices, and that's okay.  Just know that I know and think about 
what choices you want to make."  That's the mirror that I think he needs, and he's been 
very responsive to that – not so much in changing yet some of his behavior patterns but in 
knowing that sometimes he's on point and sometimes he's not.  And that's all I can ask of 
anybody you know?. . . If I hold up the mirror in a successful way then I've done my job.  
 
Isabel decided not to assume the regulatory teacher role and, for example, make a disciplinary 
issue of Joe's lateness or his use of his cell phone during class activities. Isabel does not call out 
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the Teacher as Boss troops.   Rather, she takes a position that is totally consonant with the 
philosophy of Teacher as Guide.  Based on personal experience, I know that Isabel is an astute 
reader of her students, and she may be right that her decision to assume the supportive role of 
"mom" as the best way to help this student.  There are so many unanswerable questions when 
deciding how to negotiate with such a student.  Does he need this maternal figure?  Does he need 
more discipline and structure at school?  I remember once a fellow teacher remarked that 
students who have lives marked by chaos need boundaries, structures, and consequences at 
school, suggesting perhaps that the regulatory teacher identity is a safe and needed one.  I have 
no answer here but leave with more questions, reflections, and wonderings. The Cooperative 
School is a mixed bag: ideals of student-centeredness are fostered and honored, but these ideals 
are implemented in the context of an essentially conventional regulatory setting. How a teacher 
negotiates these waters is an ongoing process and challenge,  
 Isabel recounts her experience with Rose (a pseudonym), another student that vividly 
illustrates the sometimes unavoidable role of teacher as Mom.  In this moment, the student is a 
young woman who is consistently truant.  She has a tough family life and comes to school very 
sporadically.  After a long period of absence, the student returned to school.  Isabel recounts the 
experience of interacting with the student and sharing news with her:  
 
8:00 AM, I walk in.  She sees me.  I give her a big hug.  "So glad to see you.  How are 
you?"  I realize that she doesn't know that I'm pregnant.  So I say, "I need you to know 
that I'm pregnant because I don't want you to hear from somebody else."  She's, at first, 
ecstatic, and then she bursts into tears.  And she said, "My God, that baby is so lucky." 
 And it's like “that baby is so lucky” and the emphasis is "luck," like who you're born to, 
you have no control over.  And it's really shitty luck that she didn't have good 
circumstances because she knows. She's so hyperaware of that terrible luck that she has 
had, which is heartbreaking.  And then she says, "Wait.  When are you due?". . . So I'm 
going to be leaving her in four months, and she cries more.  And then she says, "Wait. 
Are you going to be here next year?"  And I say no.  And she just is bawling because she 
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feels like she's totally blown the opportunity to learn from me, and it's very, very, very 
powerful.   
 
 The heartbreaking anecdote brought to my mind Isabel's extraordinary letter of self 
disclosure.  It is possible, I think, to argue both sides of the question as to whether or not the 
letter was a wrong or a right thing to do.  With Isabel's tale of Rose fresh in mind, it is difficult 
not to  gravitate to Isabel's side. 
Elizabeth Dutro (2011), a writer and teacher of literacy in an urban setting, argues that "to 
be effective witnesses of the testimonials of our students, we need in turn to allow them to be our 
witnesses -- even when it is hard, even when it feels risky" (p. 194).  Hard stories, in Dutro's 
view, call for a response that is demanding of teachers: "We need to let our hearts break in the 
face of some of the stories our students bring to us and let their hearts bleed a bit for us" (p. 209). 
 Dutro argues that “the difficult can be productive pedagogically and relationally within the 
classroom" (p. 194).   
Isabel's encounters with Joe and Rose illustrate the complexity of a teaching life.  “The 
Regime of Teacher Norms” may help us look at the contours of a teacher's life, but the Regime 
by no means defines or circumscribes that life.  We as teachers are and indeed should be 
positioned as “professionals” yet other identities inevitably present themselves and become part 
of the mix.  Teachers are called upon to accept consequential roles that are outside “The Regime 
of Teacher Norms,” questions for which there are no easy answers or modes of being. 
 
Butler in Love 
 
Butler (2011), persuasively in my view, connects notions of love speech and commitment 
to her theory of performativity.  I am inclined to relate this aspect of Butler's thinking to the 
constitution of teacher identities as well.  Butler's commitment/love analysis has echoes in the 
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commitment and warm regard with which many teachers hold their students. I think, for 
example, of Isabel and Rose. I mean not to romanticize or idealize teachers, but the desire of 
teachers to do "right" by their students is a powerful emotional force that merits consideration. 
Yes, the idea of the loving, committed teacher may be part cliché, but it is as real as the other 
teacher identities that are part of contemporary culture.  Ferris Bueller's high school teacher has 
his counterpart in Mr. Keating of Dead Poets' Society.  I believe the participants in my study 
strive to be teachers of commitment, teachers bound by affection for their students, even while 
negotiating the fraught, sometimes troubling narratives of the teacher. Teachers of commitment 
face the crucial question: How do we remain fresh and committed year after year despite the 
inevitable pain, obstacles and disappointments that the job of teacher entails.  
Butler articulates a truism with regard to love speech, that can be easily applied to 
teacher/student relationships: “But if commitment is to be alive, that is, if it is to belong to the 
present, then the only commitment one can make is to commit oneself again and again” (Butler, 
2006, p. 238).  Butler's insight is applicable to every teacher who at summer's end commits to the 
cliche of becoming  the best teacher she can be.  "Become" is the operative word; Butler's theory 
concerns "becoming" not " being." Identities are never finalized (Butler, 1993, p.308).  Similarly, 
a teacher's commitment is never finalized.  I argue that Butler's unfinished work of becoming 
welcomes spaces for the teacher to commit herself "again and again.” 




I hear my students’ voices in my head.  “Conclusions are the worst!” they chant.  When I 
was in high school, I was taught to end my essays in a neat and tidy bow.  A clean summary of 
my key points and finito!  When I completed my Honors Thesis in college, I handed my 
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completed thesis to my trusted advisor, beaming, “I am done!” I exclaimed proudly.  “Well, you 
aren’t done,” he replied.  I looked at him dumbstruck and disheartened.  “You’re never done.  
Writing is never done,” he said.  Through the years, I have come to understand and appreciate 
this truth that writing in fact never ends, the questions and gaps that are left hanging in the air, 
beckon us to return again to the work and the questions that remain.  After this work, here are 
some things that stay with me, my primary take-aways, and the questions that linger . . . 
Which Role “Wins?” 
 Through my experience with this study, I have come away with more questions that ever.  
A distinguished professor, a friend of mine, recently told me that he wanted to know more about 
how I feel about the teacher roles I describe in this paper.  Which teacher roles are the most 
valuable?  After all of this work, the research, the conversations, the interviews, the observations, 
the question lingers: which roles “win?”  And yet, I walk away with less clarity on this question.  
Through the reading and research, through the thirteen classroom observations, sixteen 
interviews, and three focus group/learning community site conversations, I understand more 
fully than ever the murkiness and complexity of a teaching life; no role in this study emerged as 
a total winner or a total loser.  Each of my four participants had different modes of being in the 
classroom; they relished and rejected various roles.  They did not always agree -- some of the 
roles they took on were in sync with one another, while other roles collided.  These participants 
generously gave me their time.  Through their hard work and reflection, I began to see that there 
are indeed no strict and neat answers here.  Sometimes in one moment as teacher, the Expert role 
calls to us.  It makes sense; it is “right” to be an Expert for our students; they in fact might need 
specific information or explicit guidance.  In the next moment as teachers, we are called to be a 
fellow Learner, to say, “I too am in this journey.  I too am a work in progress; I too have much to 
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learn.”  As teachers, we are continually negotiating “The Regime of Teacher Norms,” sometimes 
struggling for space to assert a teacher identity that may challenge traditional teacher norms.  I 
think the most important part of “The Regime of Teacher Norms” is the active, conscious 
reflectivity that inevitably accompanies this negotiation.     
Questions that Linger in the Air 
 I am excited by the ways in which the questions that are posed in this paper might be 
expanded and enriched in other sites of study.  My study was conducted at a single site.  To what 
extent does the philosophy of the Cooperative School and the leadership of Caroline, the 
principal, play a role in the teacher stories that are recounted in this paper?  Did the teacher 
participants have more space to engage with various identities or perhaps cobble together hybrid 
identities? Were roles such as Teacher as Mom more likely to emerge at the Cooperative School 
than would be the case at other sites?  Each school has its own unique community and specific 
context.  The hybrid teacher identities that emerge at the Cooperative School may indeed look 
quite different from another school context.  After reading my dissertation, one of my professors 
noted that these teacher models of vulnerability and gentleness are perhaps more readily 
available at a school like the Cooperative School, where issues of classroom management and 
discipline are minimal.  Cooperative School students let teachers teach this way – the students 
enable these roles (this might not be available in other school contexts).  My work here is 
unfinished.  I am struck by the inevitable gaps, the gaping holes that beckon to be filled.  
I am essentially creating an existence proof of the teacher lives of the study participants.  
This study makes no claim to generalization to any other population. This study provides an 
analytic perspective on teaching, including but not limited to an analysis of data through the lens 
of Judith Butler. Ultimately, my piece is a small contribution to theory.  In connection with the 
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Butlerian analysis, I argue that “The Regime of Teacher Norms” is a useful analytic device that 
may help other researchers seeking to explore teacher roles in the classroom.  It can be tested by 
other populations.  For example, it would be fascinating to see the ways in which a group of 
Math teachers would tackle a foray into in a study of normative teacher roles.  What is the thrust 
of a teaching life as a Math teacher?  What questions, roles, and insights emerge?  How might 
these issues connect and/or disconnect to the teaching lives of English teachers?  This can be 
repeated across disciplines.  I am particularly interested in notions of expertise.  When the 
answer in Math class is so often concrete and unarguable, in what other ways might a Math 
teacher position herself as fellow learner?   
How would this study look in a series of different schools, in different cities?  Further, 
this study is rooted in a school where the teaching population is predominantly white and 
predominantly women.  I would love to repeat this study with a more diverse set of teacher lives 
and experiences.  For example, the word “mother” was called upon multiple times by 
participants as a role that surfaced within the classroom; whether that role was welcomed or not, 
it was still called.  How does this maternal role manifest or stay silent with a male teacher?   
What would happen if I followed my group of participants for the whole year?  For years 
to come?  It would be so rich to circle back to these women later in life.  Are they still teaching?  
(Indeed, one of my participants has already left the profession).  How does a teaching life grow 
and change throughout an entire career, throughout decades?   
So much of what I uncovered in this study was birthed from my participants themselves.  
These are thoughtful, reflective, hardworking, smart educators who want to continue to stretch, 
grow, and learn.  I am left wondering what would have happened if this work had centered on 
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less thoughtful and less reflective participants.  How can we cultivate a reflectivity in a person 
who might be resistant to such reflection?  
What would this work look like if analyzed through a different theoretical framework? A 
Buterlian lens has offered me a lot.  However, there are other theorists as well who have the 
potential to shed great light on teacher identities.  
These are some questions and gaps that linger for me. I hope to pursue these questions 
and gaps in the years to come.  I have learned and stretched myself, but there is still so much 
more.  Again, writing is never done, the thinking, the writing, the questions remain lurking 
always.  
The Power of Reflection: Looking Beyond Tomorrow  
The primary thing that I will take with me from this experience is an appreciation of the 
value of teacher reflection.  Through the reading of various pieces of scholarship, through 
dialogue with me and with each other, the participants were given the opportunity to reflect and 
consider their practice as teachers, who they are, and what roles they take on in the classroom.  
They reveled in the opportunity to engage in this active reflection.    
In our last focus group/learning community site meeting, I asked the participants to 
reflect on the experience of taking part of the study:  
Diana: I love it.  It made me start thinking about my teaching in a new light you know? 
Like it really did.  Some of the questions just pointed – made me think more consciously 
about my practice as opposed to, "What are we doing tomorrow?  What are we doing the 
next day?"  
Indeed a teacher’s life is mined in chaos.  Running from student to student, answering questions, 
listening intently to student voices.  There are questions of student behavior and engagement, 
questions of grading and assessing of student skills.  There are so many things to consider, but 
the question that must often take priority is the immediate and urgent question of “What are we 
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doing tomorrow?” The larger questions of curricular decisions, of who we are in the classroom 
as teachers, of what we are doing well and what we need to improve upon in a larger sense, gets 
lost in the urgency of tomorrow.  
 Sally echoed Diana’s juxtaposition of the value of reflection and the urgency of the next 
day in the classroom.  She also noted that she appreciated having a non-evaluative observer in 
her classroom, a fellow teacher who is not there to “rate” her on the Danielson Framework for 
Teaching but rather engage in a dialogue:    
Sally: As a new teacher I've gotten very limited feedback so far in my teaching.  So it's 
not like you're there to assess me.  But again the questions, like Diana was saying, that 
you asked made me think in a way that also if administration were to come in it [would] 
help me to think but without that pressure of, "Oh crap, am I getting rated on this?" 
 Really it was just having a dialogue about what I'd done.  You ask questions like, “What 
do you think worked? What do you think didn't work?  What would you change maybe 
next time?”  And I think that I'm so focused on “What am I doing tomorrow?  What am I 
doing next week?”  I don't stop and reflect and think: “Is what I'm doing working?”  
Again, there is articulated a need for a vital and meaningful space for teachers to step outside of 
the immediate moment and reflect on teacher practice, on the larger meaning of constructing a 
teaching life.  Vinz (1996) espouses “the informative and transformative power of reflectivity:”  
Perhaps teachers might be encouraged to see their work as transformative as well as 
informative – as comprising more, for example, than how one thinks about particular 
classroom events. . . Such a habit of mind requires that teachers take charge of their own 
looking (p. 205).  
When a principal or an administrator performs a classroom observation, the teacher is being 
rated and evaluated on a rubric.  If you are lucky, you can be working with an administration that 
works on cultivating a dialogue post-observation.  But still, this moment is not rooted in teacher 
self-reflection; indeed, in this space with an administrator, the teacher is not “in charge of [her] 
own looking.”  The administrator is in full control and wields the power of the gaze.   
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Here is an example in which Sally reflects on the structural components of her lesson 
plans.  After my third observation in Sally’s classroom, we ended up discussing the structural 
format of Sally’s lessons.  Sally remarked: “I was thinking about this actually. . . [Rebecca] has 
seen various lessons, but they're all kind of similar in structure.”  The structure that Sally is 
referring to is a structure that I also saw in Isabel’s classroom many times.  The lesson would 
often begin with direct instruction, the teacher front and center, introducing the students to the 
learning objective and the work of the day.  The students would then move to small group work 
at their tables with the teacher circling around the room, checking in with various students.  Sally 
reflected on this classroom structure:  
I like [this structure] because it lets me check in with individual kids and groups where I 
think I miss a lot of that if I don't.  I don't do this all the time but especially with the 
project work, which I think you've seen most of our project work, which is a lot of the 
class.  That's the best way I've seen to do it for me.  Maybe not --  
Through the observations and debrief sessions, Sally realized a structure often at work in her 
classroom.  In our post-observation interview, Sally considered the benefits of this structure and 
what it can afford.  And yet she ended her sentence with “Maybe not –.“  She is in the midst of 
active and real reflection here, considering the benefits of what she does in the classroom but 
also lingering in the gaze to consider other options, the “maybes” that lurk under any certainties 
as teacher.  The dash represents reflectivity in motion.  For a thoughtful educator like Sally, 
composing a teaching life is a continual and eternal process.   
Nia’s rich reflectivity took the form of concrete action. As we were nearing the end of the 
study, Nia became deeply interested in cold reading after reading Blau’s (2003) “Performative 
Literacy: The Habits of Mind of Highly Literate Readers” in one of our focus group/learning 
community site meetings.  She was inspired to introduce the teachers of her Middle School 
Humanities Department in a cold reading exercise.  Nia reflected on the experience:  
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Nia: We let one of the teachers cold read in front of us, and we observed her moves and 
wrote them down.  And then it was so hard.  Like I didn't know they picked such a hard 
text.  We all wanted to try it, and we were trying it.  And then we talked afterwards.  But 
the funniest thing was it was so hard that it made my colleagues angry. . . But it made 
them really angry.  Like [one teacher] was pissed, and he just started insulting the text 
saying, "This is ridiculous.  I hate it."  
Sally: Wow. 
Nia: And then everyone backed up and was like, "Oh this is how kids feel." 
Sally: Yes. 
Nia: It was a really huge thing, and he didn't even want to accept that.  He was like, "No 
'cause I would never do this to my kids."  
Diana: Yes you would. 
Sally: You just don't know you're doing it. 
Reflecting on teacher practice through the lens of reading scholarship in the field inspired Nia to 
take the step of moving beyond her own transformation – she wanted to engage her department 
in an exploration of some of these issues. 
Another key component that emerged from this study was the power the teacher 
participants felt in sharing their stories, experiences, struggles, and questions.  Isabel puts it 
simply and gets to the heart of the matter: “It's so nice to be heard.”  Teaching can sometimes be 
a lonely pursuit.  You are oftentimes the only adult in your classroom.  You experience the 
colors of the classroom, its shades and dimensions, but you have no other adult with whom to 
reflect on the experience, considering who you were in those moments, what happened that day, 
and what are the implications beyond the moment.  
Where Do We Go from Here?  
   Indeed, where do we go from here? As an educator myself, it is of the utmost 
importance to me that I consider the applications this work might have to the practical world of a 
teaching life.  These applications are directed to teachers, administrators, and policy makers.  
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1. The Student that Came Before the Teacher 
 It is a powerful exercise to reflect on our institutional lives as students and the ways in 
which these experiences have informed our teacher identities.  For example, the participants in 
my study achieved success in school in English class growing up.  The participants reflected on 
these ghosts of the past.  It is not about sentimentalizing or demonizing that which has come 
before but rather engaging in a reflection of how we have become who we are as teachers and 
how those teacher identities have been forged in the mines of the student lives that came before.  
It is deeply important to not over-generalize from these personal experiences.  However, this 
autobiographical inquiry affords us the opportunity to consider our teaching practice further.  I 
remember my first year teaching English.  I got to decide which books I wanted to teach, so I 
taught the books that had been taught in high school.  There was no reflectivity, no deep thought 
– I just reenacted that which had come before.  Teachers need a space to document their 
institutional histories and reflect on how these experiences shape their stances and identities as 
teachers.  
2. Reciprocal Classroom Observations: Toward the Goal of Reflectivity  
 Find a trusted colleague.  Go to her or his classroom and have him or her go to yours.  
This is a non-evaluative visit.  It is an opportunity for you to engage in reflective inquiry on your 
practice.  Your trusted colleague is the catalyst and partner in this inquiry.  You should aim to go 
to your colleague’s classroom three times a semester and vice versa.  You can try these questions 
to guide the discussion (see also Appendix C for possible questions for inquiry).   
 What excited you most about your work in the observed lesson?  
 What did you find most challenging in the observed lesson? 
 In the observed lesson, what roles did you take on in the classroom?  Why did you 
decide to take on these roles?  
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The enactment of roles will probably be the most fruitful site of discussion.  It is not about the 
judgment of the roles taken on but rather a walk through what roles came alive in this lesson, in 
this one moment, and why.  Many of these roles are unconscious and seem rote – make the 
invisible visible by thinking about the ways in which the performance of a role creates an 
identity.  
3. Listen to Teachers’ Voices, Listen to their Stories: Toward  Becoming a Teacher in 
Charge of Her Gaze   
I believe in the importance of listening to our teachers, their stories, their successes, and their 
struggles.  Teachers, administrators, and policy makers can learn and reflect in new and exciting 
ways if they listen to the stories teachers tell.  When the teacher is put in control and power of 
her gaze, when she is given the opportunity to own the authority of her story, transformation has 
the possibility of occurring:    
When teachers believe in their own narrative authority, they also believe in the significance 
of their own and others' practice and in their ability to learn more about their practice by 
inquiring into the stories they tell and hear. They speak, listen, and respond thoughtfully, 
carefully, and with professional insight. They understand the complexity of teaching/learning 
situations and do not look for certain answers, but instead look for ways to enable them to 
rethink what they thought they knew (Olson, 1997, p. 497).   
The question remains of how schools can work to create sites of collaborative inquiry where 
teachers feel safe, comfortable, and encouraged to share their stories and engage in the reflective 
inquiry that such narratives can elicit.  
 I hope that my research can make a small contribution to the field, with specific focus 
 on teachers, who and how they "are" and how they continue to "become," in the complex lived 
classroom, both from the perspective of the teacher's consciousness and the perspective of 
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Butlerian analysis. I believe the most significant educational reforms will/should come from 
teachers themselves rather than professional developers or educational policy "experts.” 
Final Reflections: Extending Your World of Wonder 
 I am profoundly grateful to my participants who generously agreed to be a part of this 
study. Through their deep and rich reflection, the participants invited me to join them in the 
wonder, mystery, and questions that embody a teaching life. 
 Bruner (1986) recounts a story from his own childhood that connects to this notion of 
engaging in a collaborative wondering:  
 
I recall a teacher her name was Miss Orcutt, who made the statement in class, “It is a very 
puzzling thing not that water turns to ice at 32 degrees Fahrenheit, but that it should 
change from a liquid into a solid.”  She then went on. . . expressing a sense of wonder 
that matched, indeed bettered, the sense of wonder I felt at that age (around ten) about 
everything I turned my mind to. . . In effect, she was inviting me to extend my world of 
wonder to encompass hers.  She was not just informing me.  She was, rather, negotiating 
the world of wonder and possibility.  Molecules, solids, liquids, movement were not 
facts; they were to be used in pondering and imagining . . . She was a human event, not a 
transmission event (p. 126).   
Each of my participants revealed themselves to me as “human events.”  They were not simply 
informing me and transmitting to me their teacher practice but rather “negotiating the world of 
wonder and possibility” that accompanies a reflective teaching life.  
 I know, dear reader, that you may not agree with or even be interested in every insight, 
every story that the participants shared or the Butlerian perspective of their teacher roles.  Yet, I 
dare to hope that through these teacher stories you might, at least once or twice, find yourself 
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Script for Invitation to Participants 
I attended meetings at the Cooperative School in September to announce the study and to invite 
participation. Here is the script that I utilized: 
"Good (morning/ afternoon): 
As some of you may know, my name is Rebecca Fabricant.  I am beginning my tenth 
year of teaching 11th grade and 12th grade English at the Cooperative High School.  I am 
also a candidate for a doctoral degree at Teachers College.  The Principal (name principal 
or other presiding officer) has kindly given me a few minutes to describe the proposed 
research that will form the basis of my dissertation and to invite the participation of those 
of you who are English teachers.  I hope to have participants from both Cooperative 
Middle School and Cooperative High School. 
My study will explore teacher identity.  Charles Dickens in Hard Times satirized the 
teacher as "a kind of cannon loaded to the muzzle with facts and prepared to blow the 
students clean out of the regions of childhood at one discharge."   On the other side of the 
desk, the boys and girls appeared to Dickens as "little pitchers before him who were to be 
filled with facts." The proposed study will explore the various roles of teacher that go 
beyond this caricature of the teacher as the one who knows all the answers. The study 
will consider teacher as writer, learner and living work in progress. 
 How do participating teachers name and describe the various and multiple roles teachers 
assume in the classroom?  How do they view their personal histories as relevant to these 
roles?  How do participating teachers come to regard these teacher identities as the study 
unfolds, that is, after reading writing, thinking and talking together 
The research will be conducted during the 2014 fall semester (September -- January) 
roughly 20 weeks. With regard to data collection, I plan to have contact with each 
participant a minimum of every other week -- either through an interview, a focus group 
comprised of all study participants, or a classroom observation.  Interviews and focus 
groups, which are expected to take approximately one hour, will be audio taped and later 
transcribed.  Classroom observations will not be audio taped or otherwise recorded.  All 
interviews and focus groups are expected to take place at the Cooperative School, though 
other locations are possible if needed for the convenience of the participants.  
If you are interested in learning more about the study, please contact me by email or 
otherwise, so that we can meet and discuss all aspects of the study.  
I have at hand the Informed Consent that will be utilized in the study and also a statement 
of Participant's Rights.  Please take a copy if you have an interest.     












(Weeks 1 and 2) 
Phase Two 
 
(Weeks 2 and 3) 
Phase Three 
 




study interviews on 
institutional and 
personal history of 
participants. 
Conduct interviews with 
participants: questions 
will center on how the 
teacher sees the 
assignments and lived 
classroom life 
(assignments, lesson 
plans, etc.) as 
connecting/disconnecting 
to teacher identities. 
 
After the second 
interview, participants 
will be asked to write a 
brief two page 
philosophy statement on 
her teaching philosophy 
with particular focus on 
the feelings, successes, 
and struggles connected 
to teacher identities. 
X 
Observations X X X 
Focus Groups X X Participants will 
write a brief two-
page philosophy 
statement on her 
teaching philosophy 
with particular focus 
on the feelings, 
successes, and 
struggles connected 
to teacher identities. 
This focus group 
meeting will center 
on questions and 
reactions from 
participants on the 







X Examine curricular 
material as inspired by 
participants. 
Examine philosophy 





(Weeks 6 and 7)  
Phase Five  
(Weeks 8 and 9)  
Phase Six 




debrief on observation, 
What teacher identities 
emerge / recede? 
 
X 








Focus Groups X X Focus group meeting 
will center on the 
reading and 
unpacking of: 




Literacy: The habits 
of Mind of Highly 
Literate Readers" 
and Mayher's 




Lesson plans for the 
days observed. 
X Free-writing 







(Weeks 11 and 12) 
Phase 5 
(Weeks 13 and 14) 
Phase 5 
(Weeks 15 and 16) 
Interviews X Conduct interviews: 
debrief on observation. 
What teacher identities 
emerge? 
X 










Focus Groups X X Focus group meeting 




teachers that trouble 





Lesson plans for the 
days observed. 





(Weeks 17 and 18) 
Phase Five  
(Weeks 19 and 20) 
Interviews X Conduct closing interviews. 






Focus Groups X X 











Name:       Pseudonym:  
 
Interview #:       Interview Date:  
 
Interview Time:      Interview Location:  
 
1. Please give a sketch of your institutional educational history.  
 
2. In your educational experience as a student, if at all, where did you struggle?   
 
3. In your educational experience as a student, if at all, where did you find success?    
 
4. How would you describe your relationship with writing as a young person (this can be 
outside or inside of school)?  
 
5. How would you describe your relationship with reading as a young person (this can be 
outside or inside of school)?  
 
6. How would you describe your relationship with your teachers as a young person?  
 
7. In your schooling experience, what kinds of roles did your teachers take on in the 













Name:       Pseudonym:  
 
Interview #:       Interview Date:  
 
Interview Time:      Interview Location:  
 
1. How would you describe yourself as a teacher?  
 
2. Where do you feel you struggle as a teacher, if at all?  
 
3. Where do you feel you succeed as a teacher, if at all?  
 
4. How would you describe your own personal relationship to writing?  
 
5. Have you ever shared your own writing to your students?  If so, how would you describe 
the experience(s)? If not, how would you feel about sharing your writing with students?  
 
6. How would you describe your own personal relationship to reading?   
 
7. What roles do you think you take on in the classroom?  How do you feel about these 
roles?   
 
8. Are there parts of your identity that you keep silent from students?  Why/why not?  
 








Name:       Pseudonym:  
 
Interview #:       Interview Date:  
 
Interview Time:      Interview Location:  
 
1. What excited you most about your work in the observed lesson?  
 
2. What did you did you find most challenging in the observed lesson?  
 
3. In the observed lesson, what roles did you take on in the classroom?  Why did you decide 
to take on these roles?  
 
4. How, if at all, did you draw upon our work in the research project in creating and living 

















Name:       Pseudonym:  
 
Interview #:       Interview Date:  
 
Interview Time:      Interview Location:  
 
1. What excited you most about your work in the observed lesson?  
 
2. What did you did you find most challenging in the observed lesson?  
 
3. In the observed lesson, what roles did you take on in the classroom?  Why did you decide 
to take on these roles?  
 
4. How, if at all, did you draw upon our work in the research project in creating and living 
















Name:       Pseudonym:  
 
Interview #:       Interview Date:  
 
Interview Time:      Interview Location:  
 
1. What excited you most about your work in the observed lesson?  
 
2. What did you did you find most challenging in the observed lesson?  
 
3. In the observed lesson, what roles did you take on in the classroom?  Why did you decide 
to take on these roles?  
 
4. How, if at all, did you draw upon our work in the research project in creating and living 

















Name:       Pseudonym:  
 
Interview #:       Interview Date:  
 
Interview Time:      Interview Location:  
 
 
1. How would you describe your understanding of teacher roles now in comparison to your 
understanding when we began the study?   
 
2. What remains troubling or confusing about your understanding of teacher roles?  What 
more do you want to know?  
 
3. Can you describe a moment during the study that has affected your thinking about teacher 
roles in some way?  
 
4. What scholar, if any, has influenced your understanding of teacher roles? How?  
 




Focus Group Protocols: 
FOCUS GROUP #1 
 
Name:       Pseudonym:  
 
Focus Group #:      Focus Group Date:  
 
Focus Group Time:      Focus Group Location:  
 
We are going to swap philosophy statements with each other.  As we read each other’s work, 
please address the following prompts.  This will be done in response to each person’s Philosophy 
Statement  (You can do this in writing or in thinking to yourself):  
 
 Synthesizing Responses:  
1) Where do our Philosophy Statements connect to each other? Where do we see similarities 
and overlap?  
 
2) Where do our Philosophy Statements disconnect to each other? Where do we see 
differences?  
 









Focus Group Protocol: 
FOCUS GROUP #2 
 
 
Name:       Pseudonym:  
 
Focus Group #:      Focus Group Date:  
 
Focus Group Time:      Focus Group Location:  
 
1) How would you summarize John Mayher’s Uncommon Sense?  
 
2) Underline a sentence or two from Uncommon Sense that strikes you in some way.  Why 
did you choose this line?  
 
3) What interests you about the excerpt from Uncommon Sense?  
 
4) What do you find troubling or confusing about the excerpt from Uncommon Sense?  
 
5) How does the excerpt from Uncommon Sense connect and/or disconnect to your own 
teaching life?  
 










Focus Group Protocol: 
FOCUS GROUP #3 
 
 
Name:       Pseudonym:  
 
Focus Group #:      Focus Group Date:  
 
Focus Group Time:      Focus Group Location:  
 
1. Responding to Reading A 
1) How would you summarize the excerpt from Ruth Vinz’s Composing a Teaching Life?  
 
2) Underline a sentence or two from Composing a Teaching Life that strikes you in some 
way.  Why did you choose this line?  
 
3) What interests you (if anything) about this excerpt from Composing a Teaching Life?  
 
4) What do you find troubling or confusing (if anything) about this excerpt from Composing 
a Teaching Life?  
 
5) How does this excerpt from Composing a Teaching Life connect and/or disconnect to 
your own teaching life?  
 








Responding to Reading B:  
 
1) How would you summarize Sheridan Blau’s “Performative Literacy: The Habits of Mind 
of Highly Literate Readers?  
 
2) Underline a sentence or two from “Performative Literacy: The Habits of Mind of Highly 
Literate Readers” that strike you in some way.  Why did you choose this line?  
 
3) What interests you (if anything) about “Performative Literacy: The Habits of Mind of 
Highly Literate Readers” 
 
4) What do you find troubling or confusing (if anything) about “Performative Literacy: The 
Habits of Mind of Highly Literate Readers?” 
 
5) How does “Performative Literacy: The Habits of Mind of Highly Literate Readers” 
connect and/or disconnect to your own teaching life?  
 
 
6) What questions remain in response to “Performative Literacy: The Habits of Mind of 















Written Reflection: A Philosophy Statement 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study!  Please complete this written reflection.  
Please note that the information collected in this reflection will be used for the purposes of this 
research study. We will be sharing the reflections in our focus group /learning community site 
meeting.  
1) What metaphor best describes the role or roles that you take on in the classroom? 
 
2) How has the role or roles you have taken on in the classroom changed (if at all) over your 
years of teaching?  
 
3) What kinds of roles do you struggles taking on in the classroom? Why?  
 
 






















OBSERVATION  #1 
 
 
Name:       Pseudonym:  
 
Observation #:      Observation Date:  
 
Observation Time:      Observation Location:  
 
Note: The focus of my study is on teacher identities/teacher roles in the classroom, so the teacher 
is the primary focus of the observation.  
 
I will take notes on the following:  
 
1) Where does the teacher position herself physically throughout the lesson?  
 
2) Where are the students physically positioned throughout the lesson? (Are they sitting in 
desks, tables, etc.?  Are they standing? Etc.)  
 
3) What does the teacher say?  I will copy down the teacher’s language, the words, phrases, 
and questions she uses.  
 
4) What do the students say in response to the teacher?  I will copy down the student’s 








OBSERVATION  #2 
 
Name:       Pseudonym:  
 
Observation #:      Observation Date:  
 
Observation Time:      Observation Location:  
 
Note: The focus of my study is on teacher identities/teacher roles in the classroom, so the teacher 
is the primary focus of the observation.  
 
I will take notes on the following:  
1) Where does the teacher position herself physically throughout the lesson?  
 
2) Where are the students physically positioned throughout the lesson? (Are they sitting in 
desks, tables, etc.?  Are they standing? Etc.)  
 
3) What does the teacher say?  I will copy down the teacher’s language, the words, phrases, 
and questions she uses.  
 
4) What do the students say in response to the teacher?  I will copy down the student’s 












OBSERVATION  #3 
 
Name:       Pseudonym:  
 
Observation #:      Observation Date:  
 
Observation Time:      Observation Location:  
 
Note: The focus of my study is on teacher identities/teacher roles in the classroom, so the teacher 
is the primary focus of the observation.  
 
I will take notes on the following:  
1) Where does the teacher position herself physically throughout the lesson?  
 
2) Where are the students physically positioned throughout the lesson? (Are they sitting in 
desks, tables, etc.?  Are they standing? Etc.)  
 
3) What does the teacher say?  I will copy down the teacher’s language, the words, phrases, 
and questions she uses.  
 
4) What do the students say in response to the teacher?  I will copy down the student’s 









Charts Created to Aide Butlerian Analysis 
Through a Butlerian Refraction: 
Sally’s Chart 
 
Normative Teacher Roles 
 
Teacher as Expert 
Teacher as Guide 
Teacher as Boss 
Teacher as Professional 
Sally acknowledges the "Expert" role & wishes 
that she had all the answers, though it's 
impossible. She transitions from Teacher as 
Expert to Teacher as Guide when she comes to 
the Cooperative School. She is a newbie who 
embraces the "Professional" role.  She is 
ambivalent about Teacher as Boss.   
 
Mastery and Submission  
 
The Cooperative School explicitly fosters the 
role of Teacher as Guide in a student-centered 
environment but retains many aspects of a 
traditional school.  Ideology supports the other 
Normative Teacher Roles. 
 
 
Sally embraces the Normative Teacher Roles 
that enable her to find a secure identity in the 
complex social milieu of the Cooperative 
School. 
Power Relations  
 
Power relations at the Cooperative School are 
complex, e.g., teachers have power over 
students, but students (and parents) have power 
as well. 
Sally supports the power of teacher versus 
student, acknowledging, for example, a need 
for homework checking by the teacher & 
supporting the "Hard No." Her goal: "stern but 
caring."  
Sally could have but did not invoke her power 
as teacher and reprimand the students who 




Performativity / Reiterative Acts  
Sally started out as comfortable with "Sage on 
Stage" but through reiterative acts formed a 
subjectivity as teacher as Guide in a student-
centered environment.  Reiterative acts that 
constitute "playing the old fart" confirm Sally’s 
identity as Professional Teacher. 
 
 
Space for Agency 
 
 
Asking the teacher a question is a common, 
reiterative act for a student in the classroom, 
but the students here illustrate agency by 
asking a personal female-related health 
question. Sally responds without a direct 
answer but returns the conversation to 
"appropriate" discourse, another illustration of 
253 
agency, this time by the teacher. Asking the 
teacher a question is a common, reiterative act 
for a student in the classroom, but the students 
here illustrate agency by asking a personal 
female-related health question. Sally responds 
without a direct answer but returns the 
conversation to "appropriate" discourse, 





Students with questions "call" Sally as a 
teacher, but utilizing agency, the students ask 
questions that are inappropriate,  Sally "calls" 
students in response by invoking school 
protocols, i.e., suggesting a visit to the school 
nurse.  
 
Personal Stories / Histories / Life Experiences /  
Self-Disclosure  
Sensitive about her youth, Sally feigns 
ignorance of pop culture.  Sally shares no 
personal information unless it's in context and 
limited, e.g., co-signing with a single student 
about holiday observances in her multi-faith 
family.  Sally introduces structures that were 
part of her traditional education experiences, 




Through a Butlerian Refraction: 
 Diana’s Chart 
 
Normative Teacher Roles 
 
Teacher as Expert 
Teacher as Guide  
Teacher as Boss 
Teacher as Professional 
Diana embraces Expert role but always with the caveat that 
expertise is grounded in experience & practice -- not ability 
She embraces Boss favoring the "Hard No" & the 
conventional vocabulary test. Nevertheless, she embraces 
Teacher as Guide and eschews the reading check, trusting 
the students to take charge of their learning.   
Mastery and Submission  
 
The Cooperative School 
explicitly through stated 
policies supports Teacher as 
Guide (student-centeredness) 
but retains many aspects of a 
traditional school. The  
Cooperative School implicitly 
supports the ideology behind 
Teacher as Expert, Professional 
and Boss.  
Diana in various classroom contexts emerges as Expert, 
Guide, Boss and Professional. Through reiterative acts at 
various times, she constitutes all four normative teacher 
roles thus enabling her to find a secure identity in the 
complex social milieu of the Cooperative School.    
Power Relations  
 
Power relations are complex, 
e.g.,  teachers have power over 
students, but students (and 
parents) have power as well. 
Diana argues that students should be called out on their 
mistakes. "If you don't know something, you have to find 
out that you don't know it."  Diana's frankness in dealing 
with a student who had a strange explication of an imagist 
poem illustrates her point of view.   
Performativity / Reiterative 
Acts  
 Diana, as Expert exhorts students to draft & re-draft, but 
always emphasizes that she re-drafts her writing as well. 
Through reiterative acts, Diana forms her identities as 
Teacher as Expert & Teacher as Boss, e.g., not hesitating to 
give a "Hard No" to a student's poem interpretation: "Poetry 
doesn't mean a totally free pass. There must be evidence."  
When Diana, as Guide, leads class discussions, she remains 
ready to jump in as Expert if needed, e.g., if a student refers 
to the "Muslim race."  Many of the reiterative acts that 
constitute teacher as Professional are carried out as a matter 
of course, i.e., acts relating to dress, language and other 
discourse.  
 
Space for Agency  
 
 
Diana made an error in a model sentence she had written on 
the board, using the assigned vocabulary word: "The 
students were in a fervor when the New Directions tickets 
went on sale."  (The band's name is One Direction.) She left 
the error on the board for subsequent classes, asking for a 
volunteer who could spot an error.  Diana thus in the 
everyday reiterative act of posting the vocab. (Teacher as 
255 
Expert) used the space for agency to poke fun at herself and 
modify the Teacher as Expert role.  
Interpellation Diana "calls" the students to analyze the flawed "fervor" 
sentence.  
Personal Stories / Histories / 
Life Experiences / Self-
Disclosure 
  
Diana is a published author and holds a Masters Degree in 
Creative Writing. Through reiterative acts, she invariably 
grounds her status as Expert on practice not talent. She 
hated Reading Checks as a student, asserting that they 
ruined reading for her.  Diana's lesson plans (reiterative 
acts) sometimes explicitly avoid supporting Teacher as 
Guide.  Her high school English teacher over-shared tales of 
her dating life with her students & Diana does not share a 
lot of personal information with students.  She did however 
share that her summer was spent on a collaborative project 
in Belize that entailed scuba diving, positioning herself to 




Through a Butlerian Refraction: 
Nia’s Chart 
 
Normative Teacher Roles 
 
Teacher as Expert 
Teacher as Guide 
Teacher as Boss 
Teacher as Professional 
Nia explicitly rejects and destabilizes Teacher as Expert,  
while embracing  Teacher as Guide.  She utilizes a Teacher 
as Boss identity to make sure, to the extent possible, that her 
classroom community is a civil society. She acknowledges 
Teacher as Professional, limiting areas of teacher self-
disclosure: "no sex, no drugs." 
Mastery and Submission  
The Cooperative School 
explicitly fosters the role of 
Teacher as Guide in a student-
centered environment but retains 
many aspects of a traditional 
school. Ideology supports the 
other Normative Teacher Roles. 
Nia embraces the Normative Teacher Roles that enable her 
to find a secure identity in the complex social milieu of the 
Cooperative School.  
Power Relations 
Power relations at the 
Cooperative School are complex, 
e.g., teachers have power over 
students but  students and 
parents have power as well. 
Nia rarely employs raw teacher power in the classroom, but 
does so to right wrongs in the classroom community, sharply 
rebuking a group of students who snickered at and 
disrespected a student who was presenting in class. Nia 
regretfully acknowledges that she can affect the facial 





Through reiterative acts, e.g., Nia's walk-around, Nia 
establishes her role as Teacher as Guide.  Through reiterative 
acts explicitly asserting her non-infallibility, Nia both 
acknowledges & destabilizes the role of Expert. Similarly in  
Cold Reading, Nia both constructs & destabilizes the Expert 
Role. She acknowledges & reveals her struggle & errors, but 
she is an Expert in showing how to make meaning from a 
text, a process that inevitably includes dealing with error.  
Through reiterative acts, including self-disclosure, Nia 
constructs herself as a community maker -- not a 
conventional teacher role but nevertheless extremely 
impactful in all aspects of her teaching.   
 
Space for Agency  
 
1) Student, in an everyday reiterative act, interpellates the 
teacher by asking her a "question" regarding noun categories, 
but he shows space for agency in making it a challenge to 
what the teacher has asserted.  Nia responds as teacher but 
doesn't resolve the issue. Rather, finding space for agency,  
she destabilizes the Expert role by promising to consult with 
the "gods of grammar."  
2) Nia's walk-arounds are reiterative act that constitute 
Teacher as Guide, but note that Nia --not the students -- 
leads the post-walk- around discussions.  
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Interpellation  Nia's previous students produced a parodical newsletter, 
which included reflection on whether Nia should be fired 
because she was (in fact) unmarried & pregnant. The 
students interpellated Nia & showed agency in satire. 
Personal Stories / Histories / 
Life  Experiences / Self-
Disclosure 
Nia cites what she categorizes as a limited education as the 
reason for eschewing the Expert status. Nia is respectful of 
student agency, having experienced a teacher who reneged 
on a promise of agency. Nia shares her personhood with 




Through a Butlerian Refraction: 
Isabel’s Chart 
 
Normative Teacher Roles 
 
Teacher as Expert 
Teacher as Guide 
Teacher as Boss 
Teacher as Professional 
Isabel embraces Teacher as Guide & Teacher as Expert, 
relating her expertise to practice & experience not acumen.  
She confesses an attachment to teacher as knowledge 
dispenser & welcomes showing her writing to her students 
as a model. She functions as Teacher as Boss when needed, 
e.g., Jupiter Grades. A veteran with over twenty years at the 
Cooperative School, she feels comfortable with Teacher as 
Professional and does not hesitate to make personal 
disclosures in contexts that she feels are appropriate.  
Mastery and Submission  
The Cooperative School 
explicitly fosters the role of 
Teacher as Guide in a student-
centered environment but 
retains many aspects of a 
traditional school.  Ideology 
supports the other Normative 
Teacher Roles. 
Isabel embraces the Normative Teacher Roles that enable 
her to find a secure identity in the complex social milieu of 




Power relations are complex, 
e.g.,  teachers have power over 
students, but students (and 
parents) have power as well. 
1) Isabel does not hesitate to exercise power as Boss, e.g., in 
Direct Instruction, where she insists on quiet.  Yet, she does 
not take disciplinary action against a chronically late & 
inattentive student. Rather she talks to him about his 
choices.   
2) Isabel's substantive response to the unhappy parent 
critiquing her teaching illustrates that parents have power in 
the school if not to decide issues, at least to be heard.   
 
Performativity / Reiterative 
Acts  
Usually Isabel divides class time into: 1) Announcements 2) 
Direct Instruction; and 3) Indirect Instruction.  Through 
reiterative acts in Direct Instruction, Isabel constructs her 
identity as Expert. Through Reiterative Acts walking around 
during Indirect Instruction, Isabel constructs a Guide 
identity.  
Space for Agency  
 
1) In a reiterative "student has a question" moment, Greta 
raised her hand and asked a question, but using agency she 
asked a question that could be deemed inappropriate, which 
might be paraphrased as "why don't you quit talking & let 
me work on my paper?"  
2) Isabel shows a deep respect for the agency of her 
students when she lets them use Indirect Time to study other 
courses. 
3) Inquiry Project - Isabel respects student agency by 
leaving  choice of topic to the student but limits agency to a 
topic that falls under the umbrella of the environment.  
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Question: Would Isabel treat fairly a project that takes a 
position on the environment that she opposes?   
Interpellation  The mother of a student hails Isabel as teacher, asserts that 
her child can't write & calls Isabel to task.  Isabel responded 
by changing her approach to the teaching of writing.  
Personal Stories / Histories / 
Life  Experiences / Self-
Disclosure 
Isabel was an academic over-achiever; she blames this for 
her pre-disposition toward Teacher as Expert knowledge -
dispenser.   Though a strong student, she lacked a firm 
grounding in structures, e.g., the 5-paragraph essay, that she 
now teaches to her students.  Isabel is forthcoming 
regarding her personal life.  In fact, at the start of a recent 
school year, she shared with students a very personal letter 
about her life and the problems of her family. Such self -
disclosure may destabilize normative identities, but may 
also account for the strong ties between Isabel and some of 
her students. 
 
